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            "You're allowed to love someone so much it hurts. Just don't let it make you stupid."
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This story contains sexual scenes, sensual tension, and vivid descriptions that may not be suitable for all readers. If you prefer your fiction as innocent as a baby rabbit, you’ve been warned.
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Dedication
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To my pen pal, Nadia —

I’ll always remember how we met, the letters we traded, and the years that followed as our words bridged the miles between us.
You reminded me how connection can begin with a single message and grow into something lasting.
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Introduction
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A Special Kind of Fire is a story about distance, discovery, and the kind of connection that changes how you see the world.

Set between the mountains of Colorado and the coast of Qingdao, it follows two young women who begin as strangers in a school pen-pal project and slowly realize their conversations have become something much deeper.

Their story is honest, emotional, and at times intimate. It explores how attraction can grow from friendship, how curiosity can turn into longing, and how the boundaries between cultures—and hearts—can blur in ways that are both beautiful and difficult.

This book contains moments of sensuality and emotional depth meant for mature readers. It’s not just about desire, but about the courage it takes to feel deeply and love without apology.
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Chapter 1- Mountain Mornings
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Caitlyn Morgan woke to the tickle of dry mountain air and the smell of last night’s campfire still clinging to her skin, even though she’d only been camping in the comfort of her own twin bed. Her arm flopped out from beneath the quilt, knocking a battered Nalgene to the floor, where it joined the scattered debris of a life lived at high speed: crumpled hiking socks, a Patagonia fleece with a fresh granola bar stain, and a topo map folded so many times the creases threatened mutiny.

She blinked up at the bedroom ceiling, dazed by the angle of sunlight knifing through the east window. Somewhere out there, the Rockies glowed in full golden hour, the sky a jarring, perfect blue, but inside her room, the only sunrise was the mess of Polaroids thumbtacked above her desk, each one proof of another summit bagged or lake skinny-dipped. She sniffed the air, registered the faint tang of climbing chalk, and felt an absurd stab of pride at how her domain never lost the scent of the wild.

Her phone chirped from the tangle of sheets near her thigh. Caitlyn dug it out, thumb flying before her eyes even focused:

GRACE (7:05 AM): Sunrise run = still on?? Or did u join the dark side + sleep in again?

CAITLYN (7:06 AM): Bold of you to text before caffeine.

GRACE (7:06 AM): it’s not even early, slacker. Meet @ the trailhead? I’ll bring bribe muffins.

The promise of carbs roused Caitlyn more than any alarm. She dragged herself upright, quilt clinging stubbornly to her legs, and peered down at her T-shirt—“Wild Femmes Hike Harder”—a relic from last year’s Outdoor Leadership Club, now pilled and sun-faded. She ran a hand through her sleep-complicated hair, absently plucking out a burr left over from yesterday’s trail recce. With her free hand, she swiped right on her phone camera and snapped a bleary selfie; open mouth, tongue out, peace sign before firing it off to Grace.

But before she could pre-run fuel up, the bedroom door yawned open without so much as a warning knock.

Rachel, her older sister, entered like an event—shoulders squared, lips pursed, clutching a color-coded planner to her chest. Even at 7:10, Rachel’s hair was coiled into a ponytail so tight it looked engineered by NASA, not a single flyaway dared break formation. She scanned the room, nose wrinkling at the archeological layers of Caitlyn’s floor.

“You know, Mom’s going to have a coronary if you keep living like an unwashed camp counselor,” Rachel said. She levered herself into the only clear patch of carpet, pulling her knees together and adjusting the hem of her pencil skirt like she was already at the office.

“Morning to you too, Rach.” Caitlyn made no move to stand up, just yawned and flopped back into her pillow, legs akimbo.

Rachel produced a pen from somewhere in her planner and began clicking it in a slow, weaponized cadence. “You have exactly three weeks until your first application deadline, and I guarantee you haven’t even started your personal essay.”

“You’d be surprised.” Caitlyn smirked, though the truth was, she’d only written the title—“Wild at Heart: The Ecosystems of Teenage Rebellion”—and then gotten stuck three lines in.

Rachel’s eyes narrowed, the color of faded denim caught in a thundercloud. “Cait, I get that you want to ‘live in the moment’ or whatever. But applications aren’t a rock scramble. You can’t just brute force your way up at the last minute.”

“Debatable,” Caitlyn said, stretching so her toes touched the cold wall at the foot of her bed. “I could probably set a speed record if I skipped the essay and just sent them my Instagram.”

“I’m not joking.” Rachel’s voice dropped to a whisper, and she leaned in like she was breaking international news. “I heard from admissions. There’s a scholarship for environmental science majors, but the interview slots are going fast. If you want a shot, you need to sign up today.”

A groan built in Caitlyn’s throat, half-formed, but she squashed it down. “Let me guess. You already made me a Google calendar invite.”

Rachel hesitated for a fraction of a second, which was all the confession Caitlyn needed. “It’s just organization, Caitlyn. Some people find it helps.”

“Yeah, but some people don’t need to treat life like a board meeting.” She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, wincing as her heel landed squarely on her own geometry homework. “Besides, I have a plan.”

“Is it ‘wait until the last possible minute and pray to the gods of procrastination?’ Because that’s not a plan. It’s a lifestyle choice. And not a good one.”

“You know, you’d be more fun if you ever just chilled.” Caitlyn flashed her best shit-eating grin.

Rachel ignored the bait, instead flipping her planner open to a fresh page. “When you’re ready to be an adult, I have a mock interview packet for you. With practice questions.”

“I’m turning eighteen in a few weeks. There’s literally a law against me being an adult yet.” Caitlyn pulled a small blanket around her shoulders, nearly upsetting the mug of cold tea congealing beside it, and leaned back in her chair with a defiant sigh. “I’m going running with Grace. Fresh air, endorphins, you should try it.”

Rachel just shook her head, but her eyes softened, lips twitching with the beginnings of a smile. “Text me when you get home, okay? If you roll your ankle again, I’m not driving out to rescue you.”

“Deal.” Caitlyn looped the hair tie off her wrist and wrangled her mane into a lopsided bun. “But if you ever want to skip work and summit something with me, you know where to find me.”

For a second, Caitlyn saw the old Rachel—the one who used to sneak out with her to climb boulders before sunrise, back when life had fewer calendars and more impulsive bad ideas. Then the moment snapped, and Rachel was back to her schedule-obsessed self, pushing up from the carpet.

“You can have a life and a plan, you know,” Rachel said, straightening her skirt. “It doesn’t have to be one or the other.”

“Pretty sure you’re the only person on earth who thinks ‘plan’ and ‘life’ are synonyms.” Caitlyn winked, but her heart ticked a little faster, unsettled by the worry in Rachel’s voice.

Rachel hovered in the doorway for a beat, the line of her jaw softening. “Just think about it, okay?”

And then she was gone, replaced by the soft whir of the morning, the birds hollering from the pine outside Caitlyn’s window. She pulled on her fleece, tucked her phone into the front pocket, and let herself sit for a second, alone in the aftermath of her sister’s hurricane of concern.

She looked at the planner Rachel had left on her desk, all color-coded tabs and neurotic optimism, and felt the weight of her own future waiting just beyond the trailhead.
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RACHEL’S PRESENCE LINGERED in the air like a low-pressure front, but Caitlyn shrugged it off with muscle memory: three steps to the dresser, yank out sports bra and running tights, hop while pulling on both at once. She caught a glimpse of herself in the narrow mirror taped to the closet door—a lean line of freckled tan interrupted by a rainbow of bruises from last week’s climbing accident. She tilted her head, ran her palm across her collarbone, tracing the hard angles that jutted out just below the skin.

For a second, she just stood there, studying the body she’d spent over seventeen years in, seeing it less as a vehicle for miles and more as something strange and, okay, kind of beautiful. Tanned shoulders, the kind of shoulders that only ever lived in tank tops. A biceps groove, deepened from hauling backpacks up switchbacks all summer. The old scar on her knee, a white ripple against perpetually scraped skin. And her face—green eyes, sharper than she remembered, lips chapped but full.

She flexed, just to watch the muscles bunch, then laughed out loud. “Vanity, thy name is Morgan,” she muttered, and set about braiding her hair into something trail-proof. She fished a tube of expired sunscreen from the drawer, slathered it on without a second thought, and swiped the chapstick she kept clipped to her hydration pack.

On her desk, her phone buzzed, the screen lighting up with group chat drama from the Outdoor Leadership Club—someone had posted a photo of last year’s camping trip, and the replies had immediately devolved into meme warfare. Caitlyn let it scroll by while she jammed her feet into trail runners, the neon laces fraying at both ends.

But then another notification pinged, subject line screaming in all caps: “MANDARIN PEN-PAL PROGRAM—EXTRA CREDIT OPPORTUNITY.”

She almost deleted it on sight, but the sender caught her eye: Ms. Hartwell, the new Mandarin teacher who’d caught Caitlyn Googling “how to say ‘I didn’t do the homework’ in Mandarin” during a pop quiz last week.

She grimaced, opening the message. The pitch was classic Ms. Hartwell, breezy and apologetic, like she already knew nobody would bite:

“I know you’re all busy with clubs, sports, and life, but communicating with a REAL person is the best way to learn! If you participate, there’s bonus credit—and rumor is, some pen-pals are total legends at American memes. Sign up ASAP if interested.”

Caitlyn looked over at the overflowing recycling bin next to her desk: last quarter’s Mandarin quizzes, shredded and wadded up, some with “see me after class” circled in aggressive red pen. Her textbooks for the class gathered dust under a teetering stack of National Geographics, the top one featuring some weird blind cave salamander she’d become obsessed with for a week and then immediately forgotten.

She thumbed the delete icon.

Hesitated.

Ms. Hartwell was right about one thing—she hated practicing Mandarin, but loved an audience. If she could get easy points just by emailing some kid across the world, she’d at least tank her grade with style.

She toggled back to the sign-up form, thumb hovering. A faint scent of pine drifted in from the open window, and Caitlyn squinted at the peaks slicing into the sky beyond the glass.

Screw it.

She tapped through the application: Name, year, hobbies. She typed with no filter—“outdoors, hiking, pranks, dog memes, breaking school records for detentions.” Under “Describe Yourself in One Word,” she wrote “Relentless.”

It asked for a profile photo, so she scrolled past anything that looked remotely normal and found the shot Grace had snapped at the summit of Mt. Elbert. She was standing on the rocky cairn, hair wild, middle finger extended at the camera, tongue out. The sky behind her looked like something out of a sci-fi movie, all electric blue and impossible clouds. She considered for a split second, then attached it and hit send.

The confirmation email arrived in seconds. “You’ve been matched! More info to follow.”

She tossed her phone onto the bed, where it bounced and nearly slid behind the headboard.

Job done. Extra credit locked and loaded.

Caitlyn laced up her shoes and shouldered the daypack, then hesitated at the door. She doubled back, snatched the Mandarin textbook from under the National Geographics, and thumbed it open to the first page. The cover creaked, barely broken in. She didn’t know if the pen-pal thing would be a bust or just another pain-in-the-ass assignment, but maybe, for once, she’d try not to totally tank it. Rachel would be insufferable if she had to rescue Caitlyn from academic probation, and the idea of her sister’s “I told you so” was more terrifying than any hiking accident.

She tucked the book in her pack—just in case—and slammed the door behind her, waking up the house with the echo.

Downstairs, the world was all hash browns and black coffee. Her mom called out, “Love you! Don’t die!” as Caitlyn charged through the kitchen, out the door, and into the blinding Colorado morning.

There was a whole mountain ahead, and she planned to run every inch of it.
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Chapter 2- Midnight in Qingdao
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At seventeen, soon to be eighteen, Kai Lan Zhou was already living the life of someone ten years older—her days charted by exam schedules, her nights carved into the quiet discipline of practice. Most of her classmates joked that she’d skipped adolescence entirely, trading teenage rebellion for caffeine and test prep. But sometimes, when the city lights flickered just right, she remembered that seventeen was supposed to feel freer than this.

Night in Qingdao pressed against the apartment’s triple-glazed windows, blue-black and salt-tanged, muting every sound but the ticking of Kai’s mechanical pencil. She sat ramrod-straight at her desk, every surface a battlefield of order: textbooks stacked neatly, sticky notes in a spectrum of neon yellows and gunmetal blues, two sharpened pencils aligned parallel to her right forearm. Even the light that spilled from her desk lamp seemed bent to her will—cool white, shadowless, refusing to touch the bed’s chaos a meter away.

Kai’s posture was the product of years in the family’s kitchen, back pressed against the vinyl seat while she filled out practice exams under her mother’s watchful gaze. Even now, as she hunched over a page of dense characters, the memory of that surveillance lingered, a phantom weight in her shoulders. She gripped the pen tighter, refining a line of hanzi until it gleamed against the page, perfect as a printed typeface.

The bedroom door creaked open on its ancient hinge, and Mrs. Chen’s silhouette filled the threshold. She wore her house uniform: ironed pajamas, hair swept into a severe bun that exposed every line of disapproval on her face. In her hand, a mug—steam rising, green and delicate as jade—barely trembled despite the heat.

“Lan,” Mrs. Chen said, using the family shorthand for Kai’s given name, “It’s after eleven. Your brain needs rest before the math olympiad. Your father never stayed up this late.” Her Mandarin, clipped and formal, left no room for dissent.

Kai kept her eyes fixed on the page. “I’m revising the sequence proofs. The competition level is higher this year.”

Mrs. Chen swept into the room, set the tea on a coaster already waiting. Her fingers brushed a stray sticky note, aligning its corners with military accuracy. “You are already two years ahead of your classmates. There is no point in sabotaging your health for diminishing returns.”

“Not sabotaging.” Kai’s pencil moved even as she replied, refusing to cede a second of progress. “Just optimizing.”

Mrs. Chen’s eyes narrowed, scanning the desk for evidence of weakness—snack wrappers, open browser tabs, a forbidden phone. Finding nothing, she let out a sigh so precise it sounded choreographed.

“Lan, you know what they expect at university. Not just math, but English. Science. Debate.” The litany of disciplines rolled off her tongue like a menu of obligations. “If you want a future, you must be better than the rest. There is no room for—” She paused, searching for a word in the sterile air. “Distraction.”

Kai nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Mrs. Chen reached out, her hand a sudden, surprising warmth on Kai’s shoulder.

“I know it is hard. But we do this for you.”

Kai felt the weight of the hand through her sweatshirt, the barely-there pressure both comfort and iron grip. “I know, Mama.”

For a moment, something almost soft flickered in Mrs. Chen’s eyes. She squeezed once, then withdrew, her footsteps receding down the hall. The door closed with a gentle but irrevocable click.

Kai stared at the untouched mug, its surface trembling faintly with her own pulse. For several seconds, she let the silence settle. Only then did she drop the pencil, flexing her fingers until the ache subsided.

She slid the math workbook aside, revealing beneath it the true center of her universe—a battered volume of translated Western literature, its spine cracked and margin annotated in a code only she understood. She opened to the bookmarked page, her thumb caressing the gilded edge. The text within was a forbidden luxury, contraband in a home where stories were measured only by their test-prep value.

Tonight’s selection was from a novel she’d hidden in the back of her closet since the first day of high school. It was not just the prose that seduced her—the translated English seemed to vibrate with some unfamiliar frequency, every word a challenge to the precision of her mother tongue. But it was the content, the way the author described touch and longing, that pulled Kai in with a gravity she could neither name nor resist.

She traced the lines with her finger, reading aloud in a whisper:

“She tasted like spring rain and heartbreak, lips soft as ripe fruit, the faintest shudder in her breath when their hands first met...”

Kai’s own breath caught, the words hovering in the space between her mouth and the page. Her skin prickled, first at her neck, then down her forearms, as if the novel had reached through time and space to graze her nerve endings directly. She reread the sentence, slower this time, letting each syllable unfurl behind her lips.

Her cheeks grew warm, and she had to check the door—still closed, thank God—before she allowed herself to linger. The next paragraph described a stolen touch beneath a library table, the hesitant arc of a thumb over the knuckles, a gaze held just too long.

Kai’s heart beat once, twice, faster.

In the quiet, she became aware of her own body again—the press of thigh to chair, the tickle of a loose hair at her jawline, the restless flex of her hand as it hovered over the page. She closed her eyes, reconstructing the scene in perfect detail, letting herself sink into the imagined world where desire was not an item on a list to be crossed off, but a force that demanded acknowledgment.

A guilty pulse of heat threaded through her, low in her stomach. She pressed her knees together, mortified at the physicality of her reaction. In the Chen household, all things carnal were spoken of in metaphors—if they were spoken of at all. But the novel was not shy. It pressed up against the boundaries of her upbringing, daring her to feel, to want.

Kai flipped ahead, greedier now, searching for more. The next scene painted the lovers alone in a rain-soaked park, fingers entwined, lips brushing with the tentative reverence of a prayer. The author described the tension—how it built, how it threatened to undo the very fabric of the protagonists’ lives.

She wondered, not for the first time, if anyone at school suspected her appetite for these stories. Xiaoming would probably laugh and tease, call it “American influence” or “hormonal sabotage.” But she doubted even he would understand the hunger that gnawed at her during these secret midnight readings.

A new shiver passed through her, and she clamped the book shut, hiding it beneath a stack of exam prep. The discipline that ruled her waking life now demanded penance; she pulled a blank flashcard from the neat row on her desk and began to write, forcing her mind back to the endless grind of vocabulary.

But even as she filled the card—“效用 (xiàoyòng): utility, usefulness, function”—the echo of the novel lingered, a watermark on every thought.

Her phone, silenced and face-down, buzzed against the wood. She hesitated, then flipped it over.

The notification read: 新信息 (New Message).

Kai wiped her hands on her sweatshirt, exhaled slowly, and tapped to open. The flashcards could wait. For now, she would allow herself this moment, a fragile secret between her and the world beyond the apartment walls.

––––––––
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THE PHONE’S GLOW SPILLED over Kai’s knuckles, too cold to be comforting. She eyed the sender: Xiaoming Li, her classmate since they’d both been forced into Sunday math camps at age six, now her chief competition and occasional co-conspirator.

His message was as subtle as a marching band:

“LAN!!! Have you seen the new pen-pal program? School is forcing us to ‘develop international vision’ again. You’re the only one with English good enough to survive it lol. Link attached. Also—Ms. Zhao says there’s extra credit for top 5 best reports. Perfect for application season!!!”

Kai suppressed a snort. Xiaoming’s idea of “perfect for application season” usually involved elaborate cheat codes for standardized tests, or mildly illegal hacks to the school’s firewall. But he wasn’t wrong about her English. Or about the value of stacking every possible accomplishment, real or manufactured, onto her record.

She clicked the link. The school’s page loaded with molasses-slow bandwidth, then populated with bright, cheery stock photos of Western teens in wild poses—arms linked, mouths open mid-laughter, not a textbook in sight. The copy was riddled with exclamation points: “Connect across continents! Make lifelong friends! Become a global citizen!”

Kai rolled her eyes so hard her optic nerve twinged. The real purpose was clear: Pad the school’s international profile. Use the students as a bridge. But for university admissions, even fake bridges counted.

She skimmed the requirements—two emails per week, minimum. At least one “digital interaction” (video chat, meme exchange, etc.) per month. Bonus points for creative presentations or cross-cultural projects.

She made a list in her head:

- Application boost? Check.

- Practice English? Also check.

- Mom approval? Neutral. Might even be a plus.

- Time sink? Manageable.

The “match” process was instant. She’d be paired with a student from the U.S. or Canada, maybe the U.K. at best. Probably some rural kid looking for an easy A, typing with both thumbs while binge-watching YouTube. The odds of an interesting match were close to zero.

She toggled back to Xiaoming.

Seems worthwhile. I’ll sign up tonight. Thanks for the tip. [Thumbs-up emoji.]

He replied within seconds: “Knew you couldn’t resist. Bet you get Harvard material. Not like me—watch them stick me with some surfer from LA. Good luck!”

She almost smiled. Typical Xiaoming—make a competition out of everything, even forced friendship.

Kai filled out the form. Every field was an interview: she weighed her answers for maximum effect. “Describe your hobbies.” She picked “debate,” “math competitions,” “ballet,” and “East Asian literature” (omitting the “West” as a tactical move). “What do you hope to gain from this experience?” She typed: “To further develop my cross-cultural awareness and linguistic proficiency.” It sounded robotic, but robots got results.

She submitted and waited for the confirmation email. It appeared before she could blink: “You’ve been matched with Caitlyn Morgan, Colorado, USA.”

The name hung on the screen, sharp as a paper cut. Not “Katherine,” not “Emily,” not a single letter wasted. The surname, Morgan, sounded like a movie detective or a historical mercenary. She pictured a freckled, cowboy-hat-wearing girl with the posture of someone allergic to rules.

Kai wondered if this American would even bother to write back. The pen-pal tradition, in her experience, was a one-way transmission—endless questions from abroad, filtered and sanitized for the comfort of the home audience. If this “Caitlyn” was anything like the others, their interaction would be a series of missed signals, lost in translation, doomed to trail off before the first real exchange of secrets.

Her eyes slipped to the bottom of the page. There was a profile picture: a girl standing on a windblown peak, chin lifted, hair flying, mouth wide open in what could have been a laugh or a war cry. Instead of the expected smile, she was giving the camera the finger.

Kai stared at the photo, something uncomfortable flickering in her stomach. It was the exact opposite of her own application photo—diplomat’s smile, pressed white shirt, every hair in place. This girl looked like she’d never heard of a dress code, much less followed one.

She hesitated, then clicked “compose” on a draft email. Obligations were obligations.

Hello, Caitlyn,

My name is Kai Lan Zhou, but you can call me Lan if you prefer. I am a student in Qingdao, China, and my school has matched us as part of a pen-pal program. I hope we can learn about each other’s cultures.

Sincerely,

Kai

She reread it, cringing at the stiffness, then considered adding a meme. Xiaoming would. But Kai couldn’t quite cross that boundary on the first message.

She hit send, switched her phone to Do Not Disturb, and laid it face down; a quiet ritual she never broke.

The glow faded, but the image lingered—wind, blue sky, the middle finger held up like a dare.

Kai went back to her flashcards, filling in the lines with renewed focus. But the words on the page blurred, replaced by the residual heat of the forbidden novel, the unfamiliar current that still hummed beneath her skin. She told herself it was just the lateness of the hour, the fatigue of too many tasks stacked end to end.

Yet when she finally powered off her lamp and slipped beneath the blanket, she didn’t reach for the novel. Instead, she closed her eyes and saw the other girl— reckless and sure of herself, a storm on a mountaintop—waiting for her reply.

She wondered, for the briefest instant, what kind of story they might write together.
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Chapter 3- Digital Introductions
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Caitlyn Morgan’s method of “doing homework” looked suspiciously like scrolling three apps at once while her environmental science textbook sagged open under the weight of a half-eaten Pop-Tart. Her desk—already a biogeographical disaster of spilled trail mix, uncapped Sharpies, and a thriving colony of hair ties—had absorbed so much neglect that her mother had once threatened to “declare it an EPA Superfund site.” 

She thumbed through her notifications, thumb a blur, when a new banner pinged at the top of her phone:

MANDARIN PEN-PAL MATCH: First message from Kai Lan Zhou!

A pulse of anticipation made her sit up so fast she knocked a granola bar wrapper to the floor. She scanned the screen, heart ticking, mind already populating with images of her match—maybe a cute guy with K-drama hair and a mysterious smirk. She was an optimist.

Instead, her eyes snagged on the email preview:

Hello, Caitlyn,

My name is Kai Lan Zhou, but you can call me Lan if you prefer. I am a student in Qingdao, China, and my school has matched us as part of a pen-pal program. I hope we can learn about each other’s cultures.

Sincerely,

Kai

Caitlyn’s mouth twisted. She’d been hoping for the challenge of flirting with some international hottie, or at least a dude whose profile photo included more biceps than turtleneck. But her match was...another girl. Okay, maybe she shouldn’t be surprised—most of her AP Mandarin class was girls. Still, the universe could have thrown her a bone. 

She tapped the screen, pulling up the message in full. The punctuation was so perfect it felt like a job interview, and the “Sincerely” hit her like a cold handshake. 

Caitlyn slumped back, half-laughing at herself. Well, that’s what you get for expecting Netflix Originals in real life.

Whatever. Time to make the best of it. 

She cracked her knuckles, grinning at the digital blankness waiting for her response. If her new pen-pal wanted to learn about American culture, she was about to get a masterclass in chaos. 

She tapped open her meme folder, a meticulously curated trash museum. A few candidates jumped out: the “Y’all got any more of them freedoms?” guy; SpongeBob in a ten-gallon hat; the bald eagle photoshopped with laser eyes. She scrolled, chewing her cheek, hunting for that perfect blend of ironic, welcoming, and just enough weird to rattle the status quo. 

She landed on her favorite: the screaming bald eagle with superimposed text—“AMERICA: WE INVENTED ‘EXTRA’ AND THEN DOUBLED IT.” Below that, a photo of a guy eating a triple cheeseburger while setting off fireworks.

She giggled, her resistance already crumbling.

But as she went to attach it, her thumb hesitated mid-air. What if that kind of humor didn’t translate? What if it looked like she was making fun of her own country in front of someone from a completely different planet? Worse—what if it came off as low-key racist, or at least “insensitively American”? 

Her stomach did a small, traitorous lurch. 

She set her phone down and stared at the ceiling, where a brown stain shaped exactly like Idaho stared back. It was just a meme. It wasn’t like she was going to start an international incident. 

But the voice in her head, the one that sounded annoyingly like her overachiever sister, started in: Cait, try not to blow it before you even say hello.

She rolled her eyes. If she wanted to be sanitized and boring, she’d have signed up for Model UN, not a pen-pal exchange.

She took a photo of herself giving a mock-serious thumbs-up—hair in a free knot, tongue out, wild-femme energy cranked to eleven. She sent that too, as a safety net, in case the meme tanked. 

Then she crafted her reply:

Hey, Kai! 

Whoa, you’re the first person to ever use ‘Sincerely’ with me outside of detention. Love it.

I’m from Colorado (mountain town, not all that exotic, unless you count the number of elk in my backyard). I attached a meme that’s basically how we all communicate in the U.S. Hope you don’t think it’s too much? I like hiking, climbing, and sending memes instead of studying.

Do people in China really eat scorpions? My mom says they do, but my mom also thinks Denver is in Texas.

Looking forward to learning more about you!

Caitlyn (but you can call me Cait, or Wild Cait, or just ‘hey you’)

She squinted at the draft, winced at her own overkill, then hit send before she could rewrite a word. It was a policy she’d developed to keep from turning into Rachel: Act first, edit later.

Instant regret. She stared at her phone, heartbeat louder than the Outkast playlist thumping through her Bluetooth speaker. 

What if Kai was the kind of person who hated memes? What if she misread the “scorpions” line and thought Caitlyn was an ignorant hick? What if she never wrote back and the whole thing went down as the shortest cross-cultural friendship in history?

She considered sending a follow-up, but that felt like trying to lasso a falling meteorite. Instead, she jammed her phone between the couch cushions, as if it might absorb the cringe through osmosis.

For the next fifteen minutes, Caitlyn tried to focus on her AP Chem worksheet, but all she could do was imagine her message ricocheting through the Internet, landing in a sterile, fluorescent-lit room where a very earnest Chinese girl would open it and, inevitably, judge the hell out of her.

She checked her phone after three minutes. Nothing.

Again, after five.

At the ten-minute mark, she’d already drafted a self-deprecating apology in her head, in case she needed to perform digital CPR on the conversation.

When her phone finally buzzed, she nearly launched it across the room.

But there it was: a new message, from Kai Lan Zhou.

Caitlyn grinned. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

––––––––
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CAITLYN DOVE STRAIGHT into the reply, barely pausing to swallow her pride—or, for that matter, the last chunk of rapidly hardening Pop-Tart. She braced herself for a diplomatic “thank you for your effort” or, worse, silence.

Instead, she found:

The subject line: “Re: Cross-cultural inquiry (meme edition)”

Dear Cait,

Thank you for the meme. I showed it to my mother, and she is now convinced that all Americans are “very creative, but also a little unbalanced.” (Her words, not mine.)

Your question about scorpions: Yes, they are sometimes eaten in China. But only by people who want to become superheroes, or are on reality TV. I have never eaten one, but if you ever visit, I will take you to try the least scary kind.

I am impressed that you like climbing. The only thing I climb is the stairs to my classroom. Sometimes I dream of living in the mountains, like a kung fu master or a Disney princess.

In my city, Qingdao, there is more ocean than forest. The sky is usually gray, not blue like your photo. The air always carries a trace of salt, even miles from the shore, and in summer the humidity makes the laundry smell faintly of brine. When the wind blows from the harbor, you can taste the sea before you see it. There is also a famous beach, but in summer it gets so crowded you can walk to the horizon on people’s heads.

Do you really have elk in your backyard? I think you are joking, but maybe Americans are like that.

My English is good, but I am afraid I have a “robotic” style. My teacher says this will make me a good employee, but not a fun person. I hope to learn better from you.

Looking forward to more memes (and maybe a photo of the elk).

Sincerely (again),

Kai

Caitlyn nearly fell off her chair. Not only had Kai responded in record time, she’d doubled down on the weird, volleyed the meme right back, and—bonus round—thrown her own mom under the bus in the opening paragraph.

She snorted, giggled, then rolled out a snappy reply:

Kai,

Your mother sounds like a genius. She’s not wrong. “Unbalanced” is a badge of honor where I live. Also, next time you talk to her, please tell her that our national bird (the bald eagle) almost lost out to the turkey because Ben Franklin thought eagles were “of bad moral character.” (Look it up—total fact.)

You actually live by the ocean? That is crazy. I have never even seen the real ocean, unless you count Lake Dillon, which nobody does except tourists from Nebraska. In summer, my hair gets so dry you could use it for kindling. 

Climbing—my record is seven miles and three blisters in a day, but I got to the top and it was worth every Band-Aid. You should totally try it. (The hiking, not the blisters.)

About the elk: 100% not kidding. They show up and eat my mom’s garden every spring, and one time a bull elk got its antlers stuck in our hammock. He was not chill about it.

I attached a photo of the summit from last weekend. That’s me on the rock—please ignore the crazy hair and the fact that my friend Grace is literally photobombing in the background.

What does Qingdao look like? And do you really walk on people’s heads at the beach, or is that a metaphor? Also, what’s the weirdest thing you’ve ever eaten? (I’m trying to imagine something scarier than scorpions.)

Teach me something only a real local would know.

Caitlyn

She tapped “send,” then attached the photo almost as an afterthought. It was the same one she’d used on the application—a wind-shredded action shot, body balanced on the summit cairn, hair a bird’s nest, shorts dirt-streaked and T-shirt bunched around her waist. In the background, the mountains unspooled for miles, endless and alive. 

But now, as she previewed the file, her bravado wavered. Was it too much? Did she look like she was showing off, or just like a nerd desperate for attention? The self-doubt crept in, prickly and insistent. She considered swapping in a sanitized selfie, maybe with a filter to soften the mountain-crisp lines of her face.

No. She’d committed to the bit. She was going to be real, or at least as real as the Internet would allow.

She attached the photo, closed her eyes, and tapped send again before she could overthink it.

For a moment, she just sat there, hands clasped in her lap, brain ping-ponging between the thrill of making a new friend and the slow, ancient dread of being judged. She’d never really cared what most people thought of her—hell, she’d made a sport out of challenging them to do so—but this felt different. Maybe because it was so far away, or because the girl on the other end seemed to actually care.

She glanced at the clock. 10:32 PM. 

Her phone buzzed almost instantly. 

This time it was an image file, plus a wall of text:

Attached: “Spring in Qingdao.” In the photo, Kai stood in front of a small flowering tree, pink blossoms like confetti against the gray school wall. She wore a uniform—navy blazer, white button-down, skirt pleated to regulation length. Her hair was straight, shiny, not a strand out of place. Her smile was cautious, but there was a spark in the eyes, something a little subversive, as if she’d taken the picture with the express intent of proving she was not as serious as the outfit suggested.

She laughed out loud. 

The message read:

Dear Cait,

I am very impressed by your summit photo. Your hair looks “epic,” which is a new word I learned from YouTube. Qingdao doesn’t have the towering mountains of Colorado, but it has Lao Shan, where mist drifts around ancient Daoist temples and a spring said to grant eternal life. I’ve never been allowed to climb it alone. Maybe one day I will.

Thank you for not using a filter. You look like someone who can fight a bear and win (I mean this as a compliment). I have never climbed anything taller than my apartment building, but your photo makes me want to try.

The “walking on people’s heads” at the beach is not exactly literal, but it is very crowded. In summer, so many people go to the ocean that you have to weave between them like a video game. I prefer the winter, when the sand is empty and cold and you can just listen to the wind.

Weirdest food: sea cucumber. It tastes like nothing and everything, at the same time. Not recommended unless you are trying to impress old people.

Local tip: If you ever visit Qingdao, never go to the beach during Golden Week, unless you want to see humanity at its most desperate. Also, always wear sunscreen, even on cloudy days. 

Are there any “forbidden places” in Colorado? Or places you are not supposed to go, but everyone goes anyway?

Sincerely,

Kai

Caitlyn smiled, reading and rereading the email. She could see the edges of rebellion peeking through every line, the same way she could spot a game trail winding through underbrush.

She snapped a quick reply:

Subject: “The Lawless Wild West (but with sunscreen)”

Kai,

So Lao Shan is like your version of the Rockies? Epic. I vote you totally sneak out and climb it—just don’t get caught, or at least take a snack for the descent.

As for forbidden places: There’s this old mining tunnel on the edge of town where all the high schoolers go to freak themselves out. Also, the city water tower, which is technically fenced off but literally everyone climbs it at least once before graduation. Grace and I have a running bet about who can tag it with the best prank banner.

Love the photo of you in the cherry blossoms. You look like you’re plotting world domination, or maybe just a surprise attack on your next math exam. The uniform is intense, but you totally own it.

Sea cucumber sounds like a dare. I’d probably do it, but only if there’s backup dessert.

I’ve never seen the ocean in winter. Maybe someday you’ll have to show me.

Got to run—my sister is threatening to “confiscate” my phone if I don’t get some sleep.

Catch you tomorrow, if the elk don’t eat me first.

Cait

She hit send and, this time, felt good about it.

She spent the next hour in bed, just scrolling back through the thread, pausing every time at the attached photo, the way Kai’s eyes sparkled beneath the school-issue façade. 

Caitlyn wondered what it might be like to be seen through someone else’s lens. Maybe she didn’t mind it as much as she’d thought.
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THE NEXT MORNING, CAITLYN woke with her phone still wedged between pillow and cheek, screen half-dead and dusted with a fine powder of crushed granola. She’d fallen asleep sometime after midnight, lost in a scroll-loop of memes and YouTube clips she’d wanted to send to Kai but chickened out on at the last second. It was weird, how invested she already felt—she barely knew the girl, but the thought of screwing up even a single message had her second-guessing every word.

The phone lit up with a new notification:

1 UNREAD EMAIL: From Kai Lan Zhou

She snorted, rolling out of bed and landing with a thud on the carpet. Her back popped, sending little lightning rods down her spine, but she ignored it, already thumbing open the reply.

This time, the message was less formal. No “Sincerely,” just:

Cait,

Thank you for the photo! It looks so free. I showed my grandma, and she said you look like a “blonde wolf.” I think she meant it as a compliment, but it is also a warning: do not let wolves into your house, they will eat all your food and never leave.

You asked for a photo of me. I don’t have a mountain, but I do have this:

[attached: IMG_4133.jpg]

In the picture, Kai stood beside a low stone wall, cherry blossoms falling all around her in a blurry, pale-pink snow. She wore a crisp school uniform, but the tie was crooked and her hair was coming loose, wind-blown in a way that felt deliberate. She squinted into the sun, one hand on her hip, the other clutching a geometry textbook like it was a shield. And she was smiling, really smiling, with teeth and everything, the kind of smile Caitlyn didn’t know you could catch in a photo.

She stared at the image longer than was probably healthy. There was something in the way Kai’s eyes crinkled, the stubborn set of her jaw, that made the photo feel a lot less like a yearbook headshot. Caitlyn pinched the image to zoom, examining the lines of Kai’s face, the pale gloss on her lips, the clean sweep of dark hair. There was even a faint scar above her eyebrow, almost hidden by the angle, a subtle badge of something unruly.

Caitlyn felt a strange flutter, deep in her chest. It wasn’t the usual thrill of competition or the shot of adrenaline she got before a hike. It was quieter, but somehow heavier, like the first dizzying second at the top of a new route, before you even know if you can make the next hold.

She caught herself, laughed, and tossed the phone onto the bed. “Get a grip, Morgan,” she said to nobody, cheeks burning.

But she couldn’t help checking the photo again before breakfast. And again after.

They kept up the exchange all day, messages ping-ponging with the rapidity of a tennis match played by people who’d never seen a tennis racket. Kai sent a photo of her cat, which looked exactly like every cat but apparently had “the soul of an old man.” Caitlyn replied with a video of Grace fake-fighting a moose-shaped lawn ornament. Kai sent a diagram of her school’s courtyard, annotated with secret spots to hide from teachers. Caitlyn drew a map of her neighborhood, labeling her house “HQ of Madness” and the water tower “Banned But Not Forgotten.”

Every time a message arrived, Caitlyn’s pulse sped up, like the first seconds of a snowball fight.

Late that night, as she sprawled across her bed—hair still wet from the world’s fastest shower, toes sticking out from beneath the covers—her phone buzzed once more. 

From: Kai Lan Zhou

Cait,

It is morning here. I am supposed to be doing math, but I am thinking of your photo instead. It looks like you could jump into the sky and never come back down.

Is that how it feels, in the mountains? Like you are bigger than yourself? I would like to know what that is like, someday.

If you ever visit, we could climb Lao Shan together. Or we could just sit in the grass and talk. That would be okay, too.

Also, I learned a new word: “badass.” I hope you do not mind if I use it.

Good night (or good morning?).

-Kai

Caitlyn read the message three times before replying.

Kai,

The trick is you always come back down, but you never see the world the same way after. I bet you’d like it up here. I’d teach you to climb if you teach me how not to get lost in a crowd.

“Badass” is totally allowed, but only if you promise not to use it on your math teacher.

Next time you have a math competition, send me a photo of your trophy. I’ll send you a real elk, but it might take a while to get through customs.

Okay, gotta crash or my sister will call in the National Guard.

Sleep tight, or whatever the Chinese version of that is.

Cait

She didn’t send the message right away. She reread it, then added:

P.S. Your photo is awesome. Not just the cherry blossoms. You have a great smile.

This time, she hit send without hesitation.

Afterward, the room felt weirdly silent, the only light from the phone’s soft glow. Caitlyn lay back, closed her eyes, and let the stillness wash over her.

She thought about the girl halfway across the world—how easy it had been to talk to her, how she could almost imagine Kai’s laugh, low and shy, bouncing around her own messy, over-lived room.

For a while she just lay there, phone still warm in her hand, thumb drifting over the screen like she could conjure Kai from pixels alone.

It was only then, in the hush before sleep, that Caitlyn let herself wonder about the flutter in her chest, and what it might become.
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Chapter 4- Across Time Zones
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Kai Lan Zhou had reorganized her desktop twice before the video call notification finally arrived. By then, every textbook was arranged by subject and girth, every sticky note shingled in a grid across the monitor’s base like a row of signal flags, every pen capped, every loose thread on her sweatshirt either tucked or trimmed with nail scissors. The only irregularity was Kai herself, perched on the edge of her desk chair, fingers hovering, the tremor in her stomach intensifying with every second the computer clock ticked toward the scheduled time.

She almost didn’t answer. The blue “Incoming Call: Caitlyn Morgan” dialogue box flickered at the top corner of her screen, a digital dare. Her instinct was to stare it down, let the timer run out, pretend the whole pen-pal exchange was just a relic of a previous, less-complicated self. But then, with a force that surprised her, she clicked ACCEPT, and the world telescoped into a rectangle of herself, superimposed beside a waiting shadow.

The call connected. The screen split. Kai’s camera presented her as she’d intended: hair disciplined to a dark, gleaming sheet, collarbones bracketed by her softest hoodie, background composed of a bookcase, a lamp, and nothing revealing. In the other window, Caitlyn exploded into view: a tanned shoulder, a shock of gold hair, UV rays slicing through a window so bright it bleached half the frame. Her side of the call was a chaos of motion—bare arms, a tank top with a logo that read “Mile High Mayhem,” hair thrown into a carefree ponytail and already escaping its bounds.

“Hey Lan!” Caitlyn’s voice crashed through Kai’s speakers, confident, irrepressible. “You’re live, right? Or is this some kind of time-zone trick and I just woke you up at, like, three in the morning?”

Kai felt her face flush, and reflexively smoothed the part in her hair, as if Caitlyn could reach through the screen to judge her. “No, it’s almost ten here. I was just...preparing.” The word sounded mortifyingly formal in her mouth, so she added, “You know. For the call. Do Americans do that, or just jump in and wing it?”

Caitlyn grinned wide, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “We definitely wing it. But don’t worry, you look totally ready. Like you could ace an exam just by being present.”

The compliment, unvarnished and unfiltered, made Kai’s stomach drop then float, as if she’d missed a stair step in her own house. She nodded, uncertain whether to say thank you, and instead let silence swell until it risked curdling into awkwardness.

Caitlyn filled it easily, leaning forward so her face dominated the window. “So, Lan—can I call you Lan? I wanna get it right, but also, I suck at saying Mandarin names unless someone yells at me first.”

“Yes, Lan is good. Easier for you, I think.” Kai bit her lip, then countered with: “But only if I can call you
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