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  Dedication


To the ones who are still searching for their supporters, they're out there. Keep searching. 
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1: In Bold Letters


Dragons vs Thunder

May 16th

Period 2 | 17:58 | Dragons: 16 - Thunder: 32 


Commentator Allen: And we’re back with the Semi-finals of college evobe. The Dragons are in trouble. They’ve taken 6 hits, and it’s only 3 minutes into the second period. 
Commentator Tamara: They’re falling apart.
Allen: They’ve given up and they aren’t even hiding it. It’s a disgrace to the game.
Tamara: They have the nephew of the game’s creator, Casper Graves, on their team. Maybe this is the Dragons’ limit with this type of star. 
Allen: He hasn’t made a single hit. It looks like he’s wasting arrows to get out of the game.
Tamara: He’s shooting off arrows left and right. In less than 30 seconds, he’s gotten rid of almost all of his arrows. With one arrow left, can he redeem himself? He misses. Knight deflects a shot for the Dragons. 
Allen: Thunder’s Rose scores 3 points from Talkbot. Rees comes up from behind Rose, scoring another 3 points from Talkbot. Thunder is up 22 points.
Allen: Fellow freshman TJ North replaces Casper Graves. Let’s hope for the Dragons’ sake he can pull this together.
Period 2 | 17:11 | Dragons: 16 - Thunder: 38


Roman glanced away from his late college application on his old laptop to the TV perched on top of Joss’ distressed wooden dresser. Light obscured the commentators’ eyes, as if concealing their identities. The light came from the afternoon sun through two missing slats in Joss’ dusty blinds. Joss had finished his applications weeks ago, while Roman pushed it off until the last deadline day. He finished them months ago; he just never pressed send. Now, they were all sent out. 
Distracting himself, he commented on the article he read the night before. “I heard Casper Graves is injured.” Roman shifted on the sagging bed.
Joss sat next to him, one leg on the ground, the other bent in front of him, with his attention on his phone. “Wrist injury, from what I heard,” Joss smirked. “With me on his team, he can play like shit and we’ll still win.” 
Joss was unapologetically confident and a good blocker, but he wasn’t the best in the league. Demi Knight, another player of the Dragons, had taken that title.
Roman sat up. “You’re a blocker. Someone still has to score points,” he said.
Joss backhanded his shoulder. “You’ll be there. Besides, they have some decent players, excluding the seniors. There’s Barker and Shea; Talkbot can sub for me. She’s awful.” His nose scrunched in distaste. He has complained about Talkbot since he watched her first game three years ago. “Knight posted this before the game.” Roman glanced at the selfie on Joss’ phone. Demi had a wide smile that tugged at his sharp cheekbones, and his light brown eyes shined in the sunlight. Casper held the same stony face he always did, with his firm jaw and thick, dark eyebrows.
His confidence wasn’t contagious. Roman knew his limits, an average player with average grades. Most of his applications were just to attend college. Pennsylvania was the only one he would accept for evobe. He applied to a few others, including the Dragons, because Joss told him to. 
Roman differed from Joss, who had first place academic awards and sports trophies proudly on display in the living room and on the fridge. Roman had participation awards and trophies in a box in the garage. 
He didn’t know if Joss was trying to spare his feelings, or if it was just blind optimism. Based on years of knowing him, it was the latter. 
Roman, less optimistic about his options, applied to other schools. He was going to get out of his parents’ house, college or not.
The game ended with Thunder winning, knocking the Dragons out of the playoffs, and ending their season. Roman packed up his stuff, shoving it in his threadbare backpack. It had survived the entirety of high school with him.
His walk home always felt shorter than his walk to Joss’. He always chose to walk, instead of asking for a ride from Joss. It prolonged the inevitable. The thought of being in a home with people who didn’t want him around created a pit of dread in his stomach. The amount of times Joss had called him a stepchild was infinite, except he wasn’t a stepchild. He’d secretly done a DNA test in middle school. In bold letters, the DNA came back a hundred percent match to his parents; he wished he could get a test for love. He only hoped it would be at least one percent. The other ninety-nine percent went to his thirteen-year-old-sister, Maelie, who even had a special spelling for her name because Miley was too simple. 
Faint memories teased him with comforting hugs and kisses on bruises and scrapes. His sister came home from the hospital as a premature baby and the light shining on him shifted away, never to return. Sometimes he wondered if those memories were fake, that he had seen other parents caring for their kids and he imagined it all happening to him.






  
  2: Rejection


Roman swallowed the bile clawing up his throat. Joss made a joke. He couldn’t hear it above the white noise of anxiety piercing his eardrums. He flipped his phone facedown to give himself a few seconds to breathe.  
There was no hesitation in Joss’ movements. He waved his phone in front of Roman. “I got rejected,” his cheerful voice broke through Roman’s anxiety. He lifted his head, gazing at Joss’ smiling face. Joss had a snaggletooth on his left side, which he had heard made him look even hotter. When they were in English class, students wrote plenty of poems about him. 
‘Green eyes glinting in the starlight. Black hair darker than a starless sky. Tan skin kissed by the sun’s rays.’ Any other guy would get embarrassed, except Joss, who had preened under the attention, which only made him more popular. Except Joss had hazel eyes and brown hair. The assignment had them comparing things to nature; they couldn’t use food, even spices. He supposed his classmates weren’t creative enough and didn’t want to compare him to dirt or tree bark.
He didn’t think his would be much better either: eyes the color of the sky, hair the color of a cougar's fur. Peach skin freckled like a leopard. Maybe he wasn’t that creative, either. 
Joss swiped Roman’s phone off of the bed, swinging it tauntingly in front of him. An acceptance email from Port Vista and the Dragons evobe team gleamed on the phone's screen. Joss got rejected, but Roman got accepted. 
“We need to celebrate!” Joss announced. “Pizza Grove?” 
“Yeah,” Roman replied with a crafted smile. 
Joss leaped from the bed, grabbing his wallet and keys from his dresser littered with paper acceptance letters. Roman pushed himself off of the bed, following him. His eyes skimmed over the letters. The top letter was from Pennsylvania— Roman’s number one school. He was rejected a week ago. Life was full of hidden cruelties. 
He tugged open Joss’ passenger door; he drove a used black Honda. His mom only offered to pay half of the 5,000 price tag on the car. Joss worked the first three years of high school to pay for the rest and gas. Senior year, he quit and focused on evobe, wanting to get a scholarship so he could go to college. Roman was as desperate as Joss to leave for college. Unlike Joss’ single-parent home, his parents could afford his tuition, but it didn’t mean they would. If he played evobe, his scholarship would cover his schooling, including books, and he would leave college with a degree and be debt-free. 
Roman knew he had to fend for himself in life. He didn’t mind. They were middle-class people who scrimped and saved with him, while his younger sister was showered with anything she glanced at. Their words echoed and looped in his head nearly every time she got her way. “You’re the older brother. Make sure you take care of your sister. She is our precious miracle baby, a gift to the world.”
Joss was his first real friend, and even more, he didn’t get along with Roman’s spoiled sister. Joss would complain about Maelie and how people would get sick of her the way Roman was sick of her. These words Roman previously only told himself wrapped a bow around his heart. He finally met someone who hadn’t fallen for Maelie’s charm.
Joss had been his best friend since they were in eighth grade. They had ended up in the same P.E. class and paired together for a relay race. Ever since they won together, Joss had been by his side. Roman had a hard time making friends, and soon Joss’ friends became his friends. He got invited to the same birthday parties Joss did, and even girls noticed him. He never cared about girls or parties, and he knew they only tolerated him because of Joss, but it was a lot less lonely.
Joss twisted the knob on the radio blaring the rock music he had chosen. Pizza Grove had been around a lot longer than either of them. It was the first place they ever ate out together and had been their go-to since. As soon as the door opened, the smell of garlic-saturated air surrounded him. He knew that when they left, they would smell as if they had been working there for days. His mother always complained when he walked in the door, telling him to shower and wash his clothes before the smell seeped into the walls.
They took their favorite booth at the end of the first row near the windows, where they could watch people passing by. Roman ran his fingers over the scratched table. Joss sat quietly across from him. Roman never knew what to say when Joss became like this, though there had only been a few times he felt awkward in their friendship.
“I’m going to go to Pennsylvania.” Joss broke the silence. Roman clenched his teeth, his eyes rising to meet Joss’. 
Roman grinned. “That’s great. They’re a great team and are even projected to make the finals this year.”
Joss’ gaze shifted across his face; Roman kept up the facade. Smiling came so easily to him. “You’re not upset? They were your number one school.” What could Roman say? Joss’ number one school also accepted him. Roman learned very early on that getting upset wouldn’t change the outcome. He wanted to; he wanted to ask why he got nothing he wanted—his life was a series of watching everything he wanted slip away into someone else’s hands. 
Roman shrugged. “Nope, I already got rejected.” The lie tasted acidic. “I’m excited you’re going.” The bile he swallowed earlier clung to his throat. 
Joss accepted his lie and everything became normal again. Joss commented about the monthly special, which they wouldn’t order, but Joss liked to talk about it. One summer, they tried everything on the menu and then reverted to their usual. 
Lady left a table with an older couple and headed for them. The fake smile fell off her face as she approached. Roman had only ever seen it used on them the first time she started working here. Joss had looked at her name tag and asked if Lady was her real name. 
“If you’re going to harass me instead of ordering, you can get the fuck out.” She had hissed at them. The words remained on a loop in Roman’s head. He wasn’t in the habit of questioning other people’s names and he never would after that encounter. She had apologized right after, saying they were the hundredth person to ask her. 
Lady’s voice could be as vicious as an ice pick to an eye or as charming as a hot slice of pizza. “Let me guess: coke for you, lemonade for you, and a large Meat Gorge, thin crust, with garlic butter. Right?” She asked. Her tone edged closer to the vicious side. Roman remained quiet, nodding. 
Joss laughed. “Right, as always, you have a perfect memory.” Lady rolled her drab-colored eyes, spinning on her heel to get their drinks and put their order in, her tight curls bouncing with her. Roman looked at Joss, his eyes fixated on Lady. 
Lady was a year older than them and had gone to a different high school. From what Joss told him, she lived with her mom until college. She dropped out a semester after going and now she lived with her dad, who owned Pizza Grove. Roman never asked how Joss gained this information; it was obvious from the glances, flirting, and demeanor of both of them.
Joss fiddled with the menu, flipping it over a few times. “Pennsylvania is doing summer training. I already have the form filled out. I was just waiting for the Georgia’s response first.” The menu flipped three more times. “So, are you staying here or going to Florida?” 
Roman slouched back, twisting his index finger in his left hand. How long had Joss been planning to go to Pennsylvania without telling him? He told Joss he only wanted to go to Pennsylvania for evobe. Except that was before Georgia accepted him; it never crossed his mind they would. Though they lost out in the semi-finals last year, they still had their choice of players. 
Roman half-shrugged as a reply, forcing the conversation to go stagnant. Joss pulled out his phone, Roman mirroring him. Joss said what he wanted when he wanted without worrying about the consequences, but Joss was tiptoeing around this topic.
A lot of evobe news has been circulating. Colleges began announcing new players and graduating players gave their last statements. Evobe had only been around for the last fifteen years, starting in high school and only the last seven in college. Every other year, a new college joined, but there were no professional leagues, which meant their careers as evobe players finished in college. People had been speculating about including it in the Olympics; everyone was awaiting an official statement. 
“I’m going to Georgia,” Roman announced. Roman studied Joss’ face; Lady interrupted them before it became clear. 
Lady set their drinks down. “Are you going to Georgia together?” she asked. “To play evo whatever? You two are stuck at the hip. Do you jack each other off too?” She leered at Joss. “Well, I know you don’t have to do that.” Her head turned towards Roman. 
Joss laughed. He hastily retorted, “It’s not even a possibility. Roman is asexual. Besides, aren’t you acting a little too friendly? Don’t you work off tips?”
Lady grinned, showing off her straight smile. Roman could tell who had braces and who didn’t; he had them in middle school. Joss didn’t, because his teeth gave him character. When they were younger, Roman believed him. As they got older, Roman wasn’t so sure. “If I don’t get tipped, I’ll spit in your food.” That didn’t even make sense, because they would get their food long before they tipped her. 
“It wouldn’t be the first time I had your spit in my mouth.” 
Roman traced the nicks and thin scars on his fingers with his left thumb as they quipped back and forth. It wouldn’t be long before they went and fucked in the bathroom. Lady left first and Joss winked at Roman as he slipped out of the booth with a rushed whisper of bathroom as he left. They had never been so blatant before. He wondered if it was because Joss would leave soon. 
Roman swirled the straw in his lemonade. He wasn’t jealous of Joss or had any romantic feelings for him. Instead, he was lonely and all too aware that he would be alone again. Soon they would be in college, miles apart from each other, and the only person standing by his side would be gone. Joss would make other friends, be busy with training and classes, and find flings to spend his time with. Roman would become a text on a screen and a birthday call once a year.  
Joss didn’t have time to react to his comment about Georgia. Joss was born with a plastic spoon in his mouth, and so many things came easily to him: people’s attention and affection, grades he never had to study for, and sports he only needed to try to be great at. Roman envied the ease with which Joss lived his life and admired the way Joss wasn’t afraid to say and get what he wanted. He was someone Roman wished he could be like. 
In less than twenty minutes, Joss returned, and Lady placed their pizza on the table. He wondered if she would have brought it sooner if she hadn’t been preoccupied. They didn’t talk about Roman going to Georgia. Instead, it moved to graduation and Joss’ plans to drive to college instead of fly. Joss took over the conversation until he dropped Roman off at home. 
A few days later, Roman watched his family’s car leave the driveway. He still had another hour before he had to leave for graduation. The idea of skipping it occurred to him. He didn’t have to go; no one would be there to watch him walk on stage. Neither of his parents wanted to miss Maelie’s last dance competition of the season, so both of them went with her instead of attending his high school graduation. He wanted to be surprised, but it was typical behavior.
Shutting the blinds, he looked at his room. Roman would rather sleep on the streets than return home after finally being able to escape. He researched storage rentals in Georgia, and next summer he would move all of his stuff out of here. The scholarship provided everything for him; other than clothes, he didn’t need anything. 
Flopping face-forward on his bed, he allowed the hour to pass. Two hours. Three hours. His phone vibrated with a few calls and texts from Joss, which he ignored. Instead, he studied Port Vista, places to eat, and things to see. It was easier to focus on the future than the present.
Port Vista’s coach was Wilson Power, who had dark skin and darker trimmed hair in his bio. He was only an inch taller than Roman. Roman placed his phone face down; reality felt too real. Smashing his face into his pillow, he hoped a nap would be enough to shut his brain down. 






  
  3: Packed and Ready


Roman kicked a stray coral-colored rock on the sidewalk just a few blocks from home. June in Arizona acted as a warm-up to July, with the searing sun, parched air, and air conditioners running nonstop to combat the heat. But not today. It felt like spring. Clouds had moved in, taking up temporary residence, blocking the worst of the summer heat. 
His parents’ cars occupied the driveway. The house remained silent as he entered the front door. He climbed the stairs; his bedroom was the first on the right. He quietly shut his door and flopped onto his bed, turning his head away from the stark white ceiling towards the rest of his room. 
He moved away from his bed and studied his desk, where papers and notebooks were stacked neatly, his laptop in the center. His eyes stilled on the empty gap between his cup of pens and a cup of glass sticks. A glass-blown orb with a multitude of colors was gone. He knew who took it, but he hesitated to ask for it back. Moving across his carpeted room, he yanked open his closet door. Shelves lined the right side of the closet, and three more items were missing.
Roman spun around, opened his door, and walked to the end of the hallway. He knocked three times. The door swung open, and Maelie’s smile dropped off her face. 
“What do you want?” she asked. 
Roman looked over her head at her friends. The smell of nail polish permeated the room; his nose scrunched in distaste. “Did you go in my room?”
“And if I did?”
“I want my stuff back.” 
She grinned. “I can’t take back a gift after I already gave it. Mom!” 
His parents’ door opened. “What’s going on?” his mom asked. 
Maelie’s face shifted into a pout. “Roman is bothering me and my friends.”
“She took—”
“Roman, leave your sister alone.”
“But—”
“Don’t embarrass her in front of her friends.” 
Suppressing his complaints, Roman trudged his way back to his room. He shut his door and looked into his closet. He accepted it would all be gone when he came home from college, given away to whatever friend Maelie invited over. He didn’t want to hate her, even if she made it easy. His perfect sister. With her annoyingly spelled name. He got a minor victory with every correction she made because of it. With time, she could become a decent person; he doubted she would, though. 
In just two months, he’d leave this house, where Maelie couldn’t take what he worked for. He should be used to it: years of his parents making sure Maelie got everything she wanted, especially if it was his. It should have prepared him, but he always held out a sliver of hope.
He dropped into his desk chair, spinning away from his wooden desk. The light blue walls, untouched since it was his nursery, were empty. Shelves used to line them, filled with glass pieces that reflected around the room when the sun shined through open curtains. They hadn’t been perfect, even if no one else appreciated the amateur art. The memory made the thin, tight scars on his back ache.
He rubbed at a thicker scar on the back of his arm. Spinning back towards his desk, he pulled his foot onto the chair, leaning his chin on his knee. He lifted the lid on his laptop and distracted himself by researching Port Vista and his new teammates. 
He skipped over Casper Graves and Demi Knight, knowing enough about them from Joss. He also didn’t bother looking into the seniors that graduated. It left him with eight players: six of them female and one male. He wondered which of the guys he would end up rooming with. 
He read over the packet emailed to him. Since he attended for evobe, he received an Evobe Scholarship, which included the dorm, toiletries, bedding essentials, class books, a monthly stipend, and his entire tuition paid. Evobe scholarships were one of the best scholarships in the country. It made it possible for evobe players to play and go to school without having to work. 
After being announced and implemented, many people didn’t believe it, and there was a rush of people applying for the scholarship before new stipulations put an end to it, one of them being that you had to play at least two years of evobe in high school. Evobe became more popular, and getting accepted as a player became harder. Teams weren’t gender-specific; everyone played on the same team, not leaving any room for people only interested in the scholarship, especially when only fourteen colleges had evobe as an option. 
Joss received acceptance from four of the fourteen colleges, while Roman was accepted to one, and now they would go to each other’s dream schools. Joss hadn’t made a big deal of it, while Roman tried not to think about it. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Roman waited at the kitchen counter while his sister and her friends grabbed food. His mom made sure the girls got drinks and napkins. Roman remained in the corner, unmoving, as he pretended to be wallpaper. 
When the girls filed out of the kitchen, he moved forward. Ready to attack. 
“Mom, can we talk?” he asked. She looked at him, then around the kitchen. The girls hadn’t been kind with their mess. 
“Does it have to be right now? Can we talk later?” she responded tiredly.
To prevent his sister from giving her own opinion, which never ended in his favor, he had to do it while she was distracted. 
“I can clean while I talk,” he offered. She nodded, leaning against the counter as she gave him her attention. He got to work, putting the cups his sister and friends had been using in the dishwasher. “I’m hoping to get some of the money you saved for my college.” 
His mom spoke up, “Have you decided on a college yet? You haven’t involved us in any of your choices. I’m unsure where you applied or even if you’ve applied at all.”
“I told you a few months ago I was applying to Florida and was going to see if I could get an Evobe Scholarship to Pennsylvania.”
“Did you?” He didn’t have to look at her to know the look on her face. Innocently confused, a face she wore whenever she forgot things that had to do with him. He never saw her use it with Maelie. “Well, where did you get accepted?”
He finished the cups and put away various snacks strewn about the counters. “I got accepted to Port Vista College in Georgia.”
“Congratulations. How much money were you thinking you needed?”
Roman tilted his head. He didn’t need the money with the scholarship, but he knew if he didn’t get the money, it would go to his sister. The money they saved for him, just for him. It was the only thing just for him since his sister was born. 
“I guess whatever you’ve saved? I can keep it in my account and use it as needed.”
Maelie’s voice cut through the air and he dropped a bag of chips that narrowly missed the shelf. 
“Sounds irresponsible; can you be trusted with money? You might not even make it to your sophomore year. I heard Port Vista was a party college.”
Lies poured from her mouth like a drooling dog. She only said it because it fit her narrative. 
“I’ve done nothing to be untrustworthy,” he said. 
She ignored his comment. “So you didn’t get a scholarship, then?”
“I did.”
Maelie twirled a blonde strand with a freshly polished fingernail. “If you got a scholarship, then why are you asking for money?”
“You don’t understand what it takes to go to college,” he replied. After putting away all the snacks, he shut the cupboard and glanced at his mom, who became persuaded by Maelie’s words. Three sentences were all it took for his mom to choose her over him. This was how his life had been since Maelie could talk. 
“I can give you some money, but your sister is right. And I think it might be good for you to work and make your own money. It will get you ready for the real world.”
He nodded. There was no point in mentioning he had been working since he was fourteen and had only quit a month ago. He would be surprised if his parents even knew about him working; they never asked him why he came home later than usual on certain days. 
“Okay, thanks, Mom.” He grabbed four slices of pizza and sat at the kitchen table while his sister talked about summer plans and trips with his mom—trips he wouldn’t join. He couldn’t wait for August to arrive. 






  
  4: Fresh Start


August arrived hot and bright. Roman had packed his bags over two weeks ago, even though his suitcase remained half empty. Joss left at the end of June and Roman spent all of July at home or the glassblowing studio. His sister and parents were on a trip. He checked the window again, throwing his backpack over his shoulder as he took his suitcase and headed to his hired car. In three and a half hours, he would be in Port Vista.   
The plane landed ten minutes early. Roman tugged his suitcase free, his backpack hung loosely on his shoulder as he moved through the exiting crowd. His nose twitched as he passed a woman with an oppressive, flowery scent. It contrasted with the heavy scent of coffee from the bleary-eyed man walking behind her. She hissed at the man to hurry; his muttered response became suppressed by the sound of clacking shoes from a rushing teenager. 
Roman enjoyed the atmosphere of airports, a place where everyone was visible and invisible at the same time. Where people could be observed and forgotten simultaneously. His airport experience came as family vacations to various destinations that his sister had gained a temporary interest in. He wanted to enjoy the sights and attractions, but going off on his own was never an option. His parents looked at him as if he was running off to get kidnapped. 
When he tried to get Joss invited, his sister had thrown a fit, crying about how she also wanted a friend to join. After agreeing, his sister convinced his parents that Joss shouldn’t join them, leaving Roman to follow his parents, sister, and her best friend at the time on vacation. 
This was his first trip alone. His first flight by himself, his first step away from his parents’ and sister’s influence. It was liberating. The airport held a more distinct atmosphere than it usually did. He could buy a ticket for anywhere in the world and get on the flight with no one telling him where he was supposed to go. He wouldn’t do it, but the opportunity was there if he wanted it. 
He paused several feet away from the two women who were there for him. The first was Liana Flynn, a retired professional volleyball player. She was now the Dragons’ manager. The second was Keira Barker, senior and Captain of the Port Vista Dragons. The two looked strange together; Liana wore all black and was quite a bit taller than Keira. Her black hair was in a loose bun on the top of her head. Keira stood out in a bright yellow sundress, her copper hair flowed over her right shoulder in tight waves with broad cheekbones and a pointed chin. She reminded him of a fox. 
Keira shook a sign with WADE! #11 written in green. Every time it shook, glitter rained from it. A pile had already formed near their feet. 
All evobe numbers started from one, graduating players passed their numbers to freshmen. He had thought little about what his number would be. He clenched his fingers tighter around his suitcase the closer he got. He chewed on the inner side of his bottom lip, hating the attention they drew towards him. 
“I’m Keira,” her Boston accent was unmistakable. “Roman Wade, right?”
Roman nodded. His throat felt dry and tight. If he spoke, he was going to choke. 
“I’m Liana Flynn. You can call me Flynn. I’ll be your manager from now on; you come to me if you need anything, from a new bed to different equipment.”
Roman continued to nod. 
“Do we need to wait for a checked bag?”
He shook his head. 
“So talkative,” Keira joked as she bumped their shoulders. He bit his lip harder. “Don’t worry so much; most of the team is pretty nice.”
“If we aren’t waiting for another bag, let’s head out,” Flynn said. “There’s a packet in the car for you, containing keys, and the new code for the dorm door. All of your toiletries and uniforms are in your dorm already.”
Keira leaned forward. “You’re rooming with Ghost and Demi. Ah. Ghost is Casper’s nickname. Most of the team calls him that. I guess you can talk about it with him.”
Flynn stopped at a black SUV, opening the trunk she grabbed his suitcase as she spoke. “We’ll test out your other equipment on the first day of practice next week. For now, I want you to get settled in, walk around the campus, and get used to Port Vista.”
“Thank you,” Roman said. He got in the back seat and took the packet and keys that Keira handed to him. There were two keys, each with a white tag, one with “dorm door” written on it, and the other “bedroom door.” He smiled at the bedroom key, tightening his fist around it. He used to beg his parents to put a lock on his door. He almost got one before his sister complained about how they would get in if something happened to him. So his room remained an open treasure trove for his sister’s picking. 
Flynn drove them away from the airport at the southern edge of Port Vista. In his research, he found it took twenty-one minutes to get from the airport to the sports dorms, the newest addition to Port Vista University. The university had grown in the last ten years from 20,000 students enrolled to 31,000. In ten years, a growth of 10,000 didn’t seem like a lot, but in a town of only 50,000 regular residents, gaining more than half of the population of the town every year, changed things. 
Port Vista was a football town, and it showed in banners hung from people’s houses and license plates proudly showing support for the Port Vista Dragons. He searched every back windshield and bumper for any sign of support for the evobe team, but they were sparse. Some would say that supporting the university, whether through the football team or the evobe team, was the important thing, Roman wasn’t that naïve. All the funding for evobe came from the Evobe Foundation, and only schools like Royal City and Aynor had the same type of support that football teams got, with their own stadiums filled to the brim with supporters at every game. 
It wasn’t long before they reached the center of town. It was a mix of an old town and a new city. The campus was in a similar state; magnificent old brick buildings sat next to shiny new buildings. The evobe dorms were only two floors and sat in front of four well-worn six-story buildings that held the rest of the dorms. 
Flynn turned into a smaller parking lot cut off from the rest of the dorms. Only five cars sat scattered throughout it. 
Roman tightened his hands on the materials he held. The ride was too quick and now he had arrived. He was going to spend the next four years of his life in this town, at this school, living in this dorm building. 
Keira turned around from the front seat, her smile radiating happiness. “This is the dorm. We’re really lucky everything is new; we even have kitchens. They’re like little apartments. When I was a freshman, we had to live in the regular dorms, and they are so tiny. I’m sure you’ll hear people complaining about it. Come on!” She pushed open her door. 
He followed suit, and a wave of heavy, humid heat encapsulated his body. Keira shut the trunk as he took in the surroundings. The grass was green, the trees plush with leaves, and the sky as blue as it could be.
“There’s a sheet with phone numbers, other players, coaches, managers, and the team doctor.” Roman took his suitcase from her as she hopped back into the SUV. “We still have a few more things to do; will you be okay on your own?”
“Yeah, thanks.” He didn’t need a babysitter to take him to his room. From now on, he was an independent person. He wasn’t Maelie’s older brother, he wasn’t Joss’ sidekick. He was Roman Wade, a college student and a runner for the Port Vista Dragons evobe team. 
Roman made his way up the concrete walkway to the building door, aware of the two sets of eyes on him. His shoulders were stiff as he moved, typing in the code for the door and swearing when it beeped with a red light. He tried again and again and again. Once again, he searched for the code, then repeated the process and hastily opened the door when the light turned green. He went past the stairs to the light grey hallway. The hallway had doors spaced apart on either side. He triple-checked the number for his dorm. 
Even with the numbers right in front of him, on the door, on the sheet of paper, and on the key, he still worried he stood at the wrong door. 
He looked around at the other doors, in case more than one said 103. None of them did; it was just this one door. He took a deep breath and turned the silver doorknob. Leaving the thinly carpeted hallway, he stepped onto a white-tiled floor. Four sets of shoes were placed next to the door. 
Roman forced his head up, taking in the living room in front of him and the low counter to his right cordoning off the kitchen. His gaze quickly snapped back to the living room to a dark blue couch where Casper Graves laid out. His head turned towards him, and he looked soft. It was a strange thought that lingered. 
His voice made him jump. “I’m not buying your Girl Scout cookies.” His voice was deeper than in the interviews he used to watch with Joss. 
Roman frowned. “I could get you to buy a box,” he muttered.
“Are you going to be a creep and stand by the door, or are you coming in?” Casper asked.
Roman looked at the shoes and then at his own feet, hesitating to walk in any further. Roman jumped again when a voice spoke behind him. 
“Is this the new roomie?” Roman turned towards the upbeat voice. Demi Knight carried himself in a way that reminded him of Joss—carefree, and easy to get along with. “I’m Demi. You must be Roman. Keira gave me the heads up you were coming today.”
“I am,” Roman said, for lack of anything else to add. 
Demi kicked off his shoes and Roman imitated him, ensuring they were neatly placed next to Demi’s. 
“You’re better looking than your profile photo,” Demi commented. 
Roman stood up, looking at him. “Thanks. You’re better looking than your Photogram posts.”
“You follow my Gram?”
“No,” Roman replied truthfully. Joss would take screenshots and text them to him. He didn’t have a Photogram. 
Casper sat up. “Are you going to harass him at the door or let him put his shit down?” his voice rang out. 
Demi scoffed. “Your definition of harassment is skewed,” he shot back, then grinned at him with naturally straight white teeth. “I’ll show you to your room. It’s next to the kitchen. The walls can be a little thin, at least in the dorm. You won’t hear much from the others, except upstairs.”
Roman followed him past the kitchen to a plain wooden door. Across from it, the door opened to a bathroom. The washer and dryer sat between his door and the kitchen. At the end of the hall, there was an open door, and he could see a bed with dark blue sheets. 
Roman opened his door, and his eyes immediately caught the lock on the door. Otherwise, the room was exactly what he was thinking: a twin bed with a stack of bedding on it, a desk with a pile of school supplies, and a basket filled with toiletries. It was plain, with white walls and tan carpet, but it was all he needed.
“If you’re missing anything or need anything, just let me know. You can put your stuff away, and I can show you the rest of the dorm. The bathroom is across the hall from you.”
“Thank you,” Roman said, stepping further into his room. He turned back to see if Demi had stayed; he hadn’t, and soon he could hear a low conversation happening in the living room. Roman relaxed, knowing he was alone.  
He unpacked quickly, finding a four-drawer dresser in the closet with white hangers above it. It didn’t take him long to put everything in its place. He made the bed and rifled through the toiletries and school supplies. They had asked for his school schedule, and they even bought and placed his books on the desk. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt so taken care of; since he was young, his parents had encouraged him to be independent.
Roman jumped as someone knocked on the door. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. We were talking about dinner. Do you want to join us? We’re just gonna get takeout,” Demi told him. 
“Yeah, thanks,” Roman replied, smiling brightly, anxiety bubbling under the surface. He twisted his left index finger with his right hand. 
Casper was still on the couch; Demi sat on the floor in front of him, back against the couch with his laptop open on the coffee table. The letter told him that if he needed a laptop, he had to fill out a request form with his preferred model. He still had his own, a hand-me-down from his younger sister when she got a newer model. 
Roman hesitated at the edge of the hallway, standing on the thin line between the living room and the kitchen. His eyes darted between the couch and the floor. He had to choose between Casper and Demi. Demi seemed friendlier, but he wondered if sitting on the floor would offend Casper? Demi would probably forgive him for not choosing him. Or maybe Demi sat on the floor so he could have the couch and they wouldn’t all be shoulder to shoulder. 
“You can sit,” Casper said. Roman listened as if it was a command. He sat stiffly on the other end of the couch. Demi looked over, laughed, and then scooted toward the middle of the couch. 
Demi focused on his laptop as he spoke. “I have a slideshow of our favorite takeout places; speak up if something sounds good.” 
Roman tilted his head to the right to see the screen better. Demi clicked through each slide slowly. enough for him to see the name of the restaurant, the type of food, and their names with their orders underneath. 
“We’ll add your order under them too, or if you don’t like a place, we’ll add that. There’s this Italian place Casper can’t stand, though I think it’s pretty good.”
“If they would put spices in their food, I would change my mind.”
“It’s spiced enough for me.”
“And how would you know when you drown everything in Parmesan and hot sauce?”
“Slander,” Demi hissed. “Anyway, don’t feel bad if you don’t like anything. Our last roommate hated everything. So we won’t take offense if you decide to do your own thing or if you join us every night.”
Roman nodded, unsure how to respond as he processed everything Demi said. He was ready to dissect each word to figure out what to say, Demi continued, either not caring, or wanting a response. 
“There are about twelve places on here. Is there anything specific you like or don’t like?”
“Anything is fine.”
“Let’s get blood sausage and intestines,” Casper said. Roman shifted to look at him to see if he was serious. Casper’s face remained impassive, impossible to know his intention. 
“Okay,” Demi said. “You okay with that?”
“Uh, sure,” Roman agreed. If they ate it, then it shouldn’t be that bad.
“Is it really what you want?” Casper asked. 
“I’m fine with anything.” 
“Any dietary restrictions or strong dislikes?”
“Nothing spicy?” Roman didn’t mean for it to come out as a question.
“Are you asking about your preferences?”
Roman shook his head, tightening his fingers on his jeans. “No, I can’t handle spicy food, that’s all.”
“Got it,” Demi said, pulling up a website and adding to the cart. Roman averted his gaze away from Demi’s computer; he studied Casper. He tried to remember all the things Joss had raved about and droned on about the other, but he came up blank. 
“You’re from Nevada?” Demi asked, still staring at the computer.
“Arizona.”
“Right, I knew it was a desert state. I’m boring; I’m from here and Cas is from Washington.”
Roman shifted his gaze to Demi, then back to Casper, who didn’t speak up for himself as Demi continued. “Don’t let Cas’ cold dead eyes fool you. He’s pretty warm when you get to know him. He has a whole Jekyll-Hyde personality. At home he’s pretty warm, but outside he’s as cold as an ice dagger in your back.” His gaze moved back to Casper, who seemed to be in his cold phase. “Or with strangers. Give him a few hours and he’ll thaw out.”
“Okay.”
“Stop talking bullshit,” Casper kicked out, knocking his foot against the back of Demi’s head. “Don’t listen to him.” Casper smiled, and it was like sunshine. So this was the warm Casper. Was this a joke, or was he serious? He knew Casper came off cold. Joss had commented more than once about “thawing” him. 
“Stop blinding him,” Demi said. “All jokes aside, dinner will be here in thirty minutes. Now we have to decide on what to watch.”
Roman learned that Demi and Casper disagreed not only about a certain Italian place but also about what shows and movies they watched. Demi wanted a sitcom, something that had little to no plot. Casper argued that if he would not pay attention to it, then they should put on a documentary that he wanted to see. Then they turned to him. 
“What do you want to watch?”
“Uh.”
“What do you normally watch?” Demi pushed. 
Roman bit on his lip, “Whatever is on. My friend Joss liked this one hockey show.”
“Are you really that easy-going or are you anxious?” Casper asked. 
“Cas!” Demi scolded.
Roman hated nicknames. Do you call them by their nickname or by their real name? Some people hated their real names and other people hated their nicknames. Now he had to avoid saying his name forever. 
“It’s fine. I have anxiety,” Roman admitted. 
“How are you coping with it?” Casper asked, genuine concern in his tone.
“Willpower?” 
They both snorted at his answer. 
Casper tilted his head, looking at him, “Anxiety sucks, makes you think and question everything. We really don’t give a shit what shows you like to watch or what food you like to eat. We won’t judge you. I don’t mind if you want me to choose your dinner for you or what we put on TV but if you can’t be open about the tiny stuff, you’re going to struggle with bigger things and unfortunately, that might fuck you up in a game. How can you stand in front of thousands of people and be in front of a camera and still perform when you can’t even say what kind of food you like to eat?”
Roman pressed his teeth into his bottom lip. He usually got through games by not thinking about the crowd. When it got to be too much, he always ducked behind an obstacle. He wouldn’t have that luxury.  College games were intense and filmed. Maybe this was a mistake and he couldn’t do this. He should have said no; he shouldn’t have applied. 
“Hey, hey, look at me,” Casper said, leaning forward. Roman’s eyes snapped to him. “Breathe, big breath in, big breath out. Again and again. I didn’t say it to rile you up. It’s meant to push you forward, something to work on and work towards. Small steps, keep breathing.”
Roman nodded. He might never get it and then he’ll lose his scholarship and he’ll have nowhere to go. He couldn’t go home; he wouldn’t.






  
  5: The Oven


Roman watched Demi and Casper’s chopstick fight over the last crunchy roll. It was a battle that had already lasted over five minutes. He took advantage of their distraction, slipped his chopsticks in, and pushed the crunchy roll into his mouth. He smiled at his victory even as two pairs of eyes turned on him.   
“You’re dead,” Casper said. 
“I’ve already picked out the coffin,” Demi added as they both lunged across the coffee table. Roman scrambled backward, his back hitting the couch, forcing him to stop. They tickled his sides as he weakly pushed their hands away as he laughed. 
“Okay,” he stuttered out. “Ah! I give up.”
Casper pulled away, and Demi leaned back. “I’m never going to forget this,” Demi announced. 
Roman sighed, rubbing his sore abdomen. “I would do it again,” he whispered. 
“What did you say?” Demi asked, leaning in closer.
Roman shook his head, “Nothing, nothing,” he replied, struggling to suppress the smile on his face. 
“I’m watching you.”
He reached out to help clean up; Demi pushed his hands away. “I got it, you little thief. You can start the dishes.”
“Okay!”
“Why are you so happy about doing chores?” Casper asked.
“I’m not happy about chores. I’m just happy.” 
Initially, he felt nervous, but being in the presence of Casper and Demi was so comforting that he forgot his anxiety. That was all changing tomorrow; the rest of the team began moving back into the dorms. It wasn’t an official move-in since the team sporadically stayed in the dorms throughout the summer. Tomorrow everyone had to be back because they had a team meeting in the afternoon at their practice field. 
He was the only freshman joining the team this year; there should have been another one, a blocker—the spot Joss had tried to take. For whatever reason, they didn’t add one to the roster. 
“Who wants to get their ass kicked at some video games?”
The next day, chatter filled the dorm hallway. Demi kept their door open, greeting people as they came in. Roman hid in his room until they had to leave for practice. Unfortunately, Meena Hays had caught him when he tried to sneak into the bathroom; she stood in between the living room and kitchen. She wore a black crop top, with her long black hair in a ponytail. He looked up at her in surprise and he quickly ducked into the bathroom. He could hear her cackling laughter through the door.  
The summer Georgia air was relentless with moisture; he missed the dry skin-cracking Arizona air. “It’s an old indoor soccer field that was refitted into an evobe field. When we play games, they change the football field,” Demi explained. 
Roman wiped his face, feeling like he needed a shower already. Having the field indoors sounded so nice. 
When they stepped inside, his air conditioning fantasies vanished. It was worse in the building as he choked on the thick, humid air. He could hear fans, but didn’t feel their refreshing wind. Demi and Casper patted his back. 
“It’s also known as The Oven,” Demi said. Roman didn’t care how great Demi and Casper were. He wanted to go home. 
Two men and two women stood in the center of the field. Their voices were too low for him to hear at their distance. 
The door opened at one end of the field. They moved past the center and right blocker boxes. They arranged all the black and white bunkers and targets, a replica of an official evobe field. Sometimes his high school would move the bunkers around to give them some variety to play. They mostly played for fun and to unwind when they were stressed about an upcoming game. 
The group stood in front of the two center bunkers; it was the line that divided the field, dividing the angled side and the row side of the field. On the row side, a row of spaced cylinder bunkers were in front of the blockers, making it harder for the blockers to see who was coming. On the angled side, bunkers stood angled towards the blockers. 
“Wade,” the coach, Wilson Power, called out. Roman had done his research; he made his way to the small group. He had already met Liana Flynn, who stood out as the tallest one. She looked over the coach’s head with a smile. 
Roman tried not to look like an idiot as he walked towards them. Was he walking weird? He’s walking weird. Is this how he normally walks? Left, right, left, right, left, left shit. He quickly shuffled to cover up his misstep. 
He tried not to be intimated by the coach. Rumors said he was a fair coach. In the history of evobe, he has the highest number of kicking players out for misconduct. When evobe first started in college, he was the third coach to join the league.
Besides Liana Flynn, Hilda Savage, the team doctor, stood with him. Her eyes scrutinized his body; there weren’t many rumors about her, other than she was a very private person. She looked more like his high school art teacher than a doctor. Her blonde hair was up in two messy buns, sitting just above her shoulders, showing bits of different colors mixed with the blonde. She wore a spaghetti strap dress with silhouettes of cats in various solid colors. 
The last person in the group was Storm Hubbard, the assistant coach. He wore an enormous smile, dressed casually in basketball shorts and a team t-shirt. 
The coach quickly introduced everyone. 
“Are you all moved in?” Liana asked. 
“Yes,” 
“Good, not causing too much trouble, are you boys?”
Demi snorted, throwing an arm over Roman’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t even know how to cause trouble.”
Hilda spoke up, her attention on Casper. “How’s your finger? Still following orders?”
“It’s fine,” Casper responded. 
Roman stared at him. 
“If it’s not healed, I’m benching you.”
Casper held his right hand up, shaking it. “It’s healed.”
Roman bit the inside of his lip, recalling the rumors about Casper’s injury. They thought it was his wrist. A sprained finger isn’t that important; tape it up and get back in the game, but in evobe, a finger could end your college career. Maybe not for a blocker, but for a runner, it could. You couldn’t shoot an arrow with an injured finger. 
“Ten laps!” the coach called out, causing him to jump.
He turned towards the door and the sounds of groaning. 
“We were only a minute late!” someone called out. There were four girls who walked in.
“Eleven laps.”
“Keira isn’t even here!” Meena Hays whined. 
“Fifteen laps.”
“I got here twenty minutes ago,” Keira yelled out from another room. 
The girls started running, and as they passed by, he picked them out vaguely. Meena was at the front of the group. 
Sumaiya Shea, the shortest of the group, wore a white headscarf. Her sister fell behind the group. Alishba Shea, who had bleached blonde hair, and wore a dark green tank top.
The last of the group, Oakley Talkbot, with a shaved head, slowed down to match Alishba’s pace. Most of Joss’ complaints about the team stemmed from Oakley’s blocking, or in Joss’ eyes, lack of blocking.  
“Twenty laps.”
“Fuck!” TJ North swore. He and Ella Lin joined the others. 
As the girls passed his line of sight again, he reiterated, like a grocery list, what stood out and added their position. He didn’t want to look stupid or rude by forgetting their names. He stuck to the basics and vowed to pay attention to details later. He repeated it several times until Demi distracted him by nudging him. 
“Anyone you got your eye on?”
“Just whoever runs past.”
Demi shook his head, laughing. “Funny. No, I mean anyone you’re interested in?”
“I haven’t met them yet.”
Demi stared at him. Casper moved next to him, speaking up. “He’s asking if you’re attracted to anyone.”
“Oh, no. I’m asexual. I’m not interested in anyone,” he replied. 
The conversation ended with Keira jogging towards them. 
“Hey! Sorry I’ve been so busy; I haven’t been able to check in. How has it been? Demi has probably taken care of everything. If you need anything, just let me know.”
“Thanks,” Roman replied, smiling. 
“Alright, bring it in. You can finish your laps after the meeting,” Coach Power called out. The team gathered and dropped to the ground, splaying out. “First thing, our new runner, Roman Wade, will take number eleven. We do not have a new blocker this year; we will play the season one player down. Ella will fill in as a blocker and a runner.”
“What happened to the blocker?” Meena asked. 
“It’s none of your business. You need to focus on your own game and not others.”
Meena grumbled but didn’t speak up again. 
The rest of the meeting was about their training schedules. All scholarship and class questions went to the manager, Liana. If they got injured outside of a game, they had to go to the emergency room and then call and meet with Hilda. If they were sick, needed prescription medicine, had aches that didn’t go away, or other non-emergency medical issues, they should call her. 
If they had to miss training for whatever reason, they needed to call Storm. Storm had all of their classes and handed them letters for their teachers about classes they would miss because of games. They were expected to keep up their grades and ensure that they made up the work for the days they missed in their own time. 
Roman tried to soak in all the information, though it was near impossible to do. He tried to go over the bullet points in his head—who to call for what and when to just ask Demi for help. He didn’t want to have to rely on Demi and Casper too much, in case they got annoyed with him. 
His eyes had strayed to Casper a few times; he kept up his stiff demeanor and was even standoffish to the rest of the team and staff. Demi continued as usual. He mostly talked at Casper or poked him for fun, but Casper didn
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