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Charlotte

	Beep, beep, beep!
I press the off button on my alarm, which reads 5:30 AM. I’ve never seen my room empty before. It feels unsettling, like my entire childhood has been packed away all in anticipation of today. I feel a smile dance across my lips as I zip the very last zipper on my very last bag. I sigh a satisfied breath and flop back on my bed, my long, wavy, brown hair fanning out across the bare mattress. I stare up at the ceiling, and for a second the morning light catches my eyes—those stupidly bright blue ones everyone always notices first—and I wonder if the new place will have windows that make them look this electric.
 I scan my room, reliving all of my memories. Right next to my door is a dent in the wall where my older sister threw my door open after I stained her shirt while borrowing it. My eyes drift over to my closet, also known as my best hide-and-seek spot. My room is small, but it seems huge when I remember all of my childhood memories.
My door slams open, most likely adding to the already present dent.
I roll over to look at my sister, Lydia. Her wavy brown hair matches mine only in thought ever since she went, as she calls it, ‘ Bronde,’  which is just her natural color fading into blonde as you travel down her hair. She’s a little shorter than I am and has freckles, but most everyone says we look similar.
She puts her hand on her hip and pouts her lower lip at me, “ Char, why aren’t you downstairs? Did you just get up? Jake and I are only here for today. We drove here for your send-off.”
I sit up on my bed and roll my eyes at her, “ I’ve been up for a bit, just finishing some last-minute packing,” I say, gesturing to the bags on my floor, “ and also, you lived with me for my entire life, you know I get up early.”
Lydia smiles sweetly, “ Only you and crazy people are up this early.”
I laugh, “ Well, you’re up too!”
She tosses her hair over her shoulder and picks up my backpack and duffel bag, “ Come on, we have some stuff for you downstairs.” She turns and walks through the door before even seeing if I would follow. I stand up and head for the door, but I take a quick last peek into my room, and say a silent goodbye, but I can’t help but smile as I think about the next year of my life to come—the Match Center, the new routines, the person waiting there who’s supposed to be my perfect complement.


I practically skip down the hallway as I imagine my dream guy. I want someone tall, but not awkwardly tall. I would love for my babies to have my blue eyes, so they’ll probably need those as well. I find blonde hair very attractive, and I also want him to be muscular. I know he’ll be gorgeous, so I’m not too worried about that. I look down at my outfit of choice, black heels,  white skinny jeans, and a light pink blouse, and I feel beautiful. I want to look my best, because if I’ve learned anything, it’s that first impressions are everything.
I grab the hand railing on our stairs and rush down to our living room, where I can already hear the chatter of my family. 
“ Charlotte! Oh my baby girl is all grown up!” My mom yells as she rushes over and hugs me. I wrap my arms around her in response. When she finally releases me, I step back and survey the room. I see my dad first. His hair has gone from black to salt-and-pepper over the years, but his happy smile and kind eyes have never changed. He sits in his rocker in the corner as he surveys the room, seemingly just happy that everyone is there. My eyes flick over to Jake, Lydia’s Match from her session, and notice how comfortable he seems. His broad shoulders seemed relaxed as he sat on the couch next to Lydia with his arm around her, his sandy blonde hair styled comfortably, seeming almost effortless, matching his hazel eyes. Not everyone gets so lucky with their Match, but I hope that I can have one just like Lydia.
I sit on the rug, drumming my fingers on the coffee table, “ So, should I open these?” I ask, gesturing to the four presents on the table. I remember that pink wrapping paper from my mother's closet, and grin at how beautifully they’re wrapped.
“ Oh yes,” Mom says as she hands me a small rectangular box. I take the box and gently peel back the paper. Inside is a book titled Making Your Match Work. 
“ That book was very helpful during my time in The Center, and I’m hoping it can help you as well!” My mom says, smashing me in another hug.
“ Thanks, Mom,” I whisper to her.
“ My turn!” Lydia yells, standing up. She hands me two small boxes. I open the first, which contains two lipsticks, “ The first is called cherry red, it’s basically my signature color, but I think you would look fierce with it. The other is blushing pink; it should make you look sweet and girly. “ She points at the second box that I have now opened. “ The second box has a perfume that I loved, and more importantly, boys find it irresistible. It was perfect for the Matching.” I beam up at her, “ Thank you, Lydia. I’m sure my Match will thank you as well.”
She snorts, “ As he should.” She sits back down next to Jake. He looks around, “ Well, I can go next. It’s the one closest to you.” He points to a pretty big box. I grab it and start unwrapping it. I open the box and pull out a gorgeous pink bag. It has a beautiful bow on the front, and when I open it, I notice that it is filled with items. I begin to go through the items. I pull out a water bottle with beautiful flowers all over it. “When I walked around the center, I got really thirsty, so I always had a water bottle on hand.” I smile and pull out the next item, “ Oh, that one was an idea from Lydia. It's a packet of hair ties because you never know when you're gonna have to put your hair up.” I put the packet next to the water bottle and pulled out a wallet that matched the bag. It was self-explanatory, so I grabbed the last thing in the bag. “ Oh, that one is my favorite. It is a snack bag. I found some of your favorite snacks so that if you get hungry on the go, you can easily have something to eat.” It really is a cute add-on to the present. It even has the word snack on it. I walk over and hug Jake. He seems surprised, but hugs me nonetheless. 
I look over at my dad and smirk, “ Is this the last one from you?” He silently nods and smiles at me. I reverently pick up the small box and carefully unwrap it. Inside is a small jewelry box. I look up at him and see him holding back tears. I look back down and open the box. Inside is a simple gold necklace. The pendant is a flat disk with something inscribed. I look closer and see that my last name, Thomas, is engraved, and I immediately recognize the handwriting as my dad's. I remember Lydia got a similar gift, but it was a bracelet instead of a necklace. I hear my dad say, “ You’ll always be my little girl, and our daughter.” I turn to look at him, and now I’m crying, he’s crying, everyone is crying. I run over and hug him, and we embrace for a long time. He finally holds his hand out for the necklace, and I give it to him, and I turn around. I pull my waves away from my neck as he places the necklace around my neck. The pendant rests on my chest, and the weight feels steadying. 
“ Thank you!” I whisper to him. He smiles and nods, and it feels like I finally am ready to start this next chapter of my life.
“ I made breakfast!” My mother shouts, “ Oh, do you think Mia will want some?”
I laugh, knowing my best friend, she would come over even if the breakfast was just a banana. I feel very lucky that since we were born a week apart, we get to go to The Matching Center together.
“ I can go get her,” Jake pipes up, “I know that she and Mom were doing last-minute packing when I called them this morning.” It really is amazing that Jake and Lydia were Matched, since they lived across the street from each other their entire childhood. Now, his younger sister is my best friend.
“ Oh yes, if you could do that, because we are giving her a ride to The Center.” Jake nods and turns to leave. Lydia catches his hand first and pulls him in for a quick kiss before he heads out. I love how sweet the moment is. Jake heads out the door, and I estimate that he should be back in five minutes.
I skip into the kitchen, already smelling the chocolate pancakes my mom is making. I slide into my chair, and Lydia does the same in the chair across from me. 
“ So, give me all the tips for The Matching,” I say, looking at Lydia.
She twirls the tips of her hair, “ Well, you need to pull out all the stops today. The first time you meet your Match will be in front of everyone, so make sure you are the prettiest one there. That may sound vain, but if you do that, he will be astounded when you have an amazing personality as well, securing the idea that he’s lucky to have you as his Match. Then he’ll really want to put effort into your relationship.” I nod, thinking about it. It makes sense, also, I know there are stylists there to help you look your best for the Matching ceremony.
“ What about conversation starters? How can I make it not awkward?”
Lydia purses her lips, “ Ask him questions.”
“ Is that all?” I say, tilting my head.
“ If you do it correctly, then yes, that should be enough. Ask him questions, find common ground, make inside jokes, and you’ll be fine. Look, your genetics brought you together, but it's your heart's job to keep you together. Not that you could leave if it didn’t, but I’m sure you’ll get a great man.”
I laugh at this, and although Matching might not be the most romantic, it works. There was so much divorce and disease that scientists and the government had to partner together to create The Matching, so that they could help eliminate the diseases, and by forcing them to stay together, kids could grow up in two-parent homes. Pretty smart, actually. 
“ Ok, well, what about you and Jake? What was it like when you two got paired?” I ask, genuinely curious.
“ Well,” Lydia begins, softly smiling at the table, “ We are different from most Matches. We knew each other. We grew up together. It was actually really nice when his name was called. However, I still treated him like a friend at first. I think that’s what’s so nice about The Center, and being there for a year. You spend so much time together that before you realize it, you’ve fallen in love. I will say that it’s scary when you realize you like them, and you wonder if they like you, but that’s when you up the flirting game. The best moment was when I kissed Jake for the very first time. It was magical.” She bites her lip and grins, obviously lost in the memory, “ I love Jake with all my heart, and I don’t think I could’ve chosen anyone better as a partner myself.”
I see how genuine she is when she says this. I honestly can’t wait to see my Match. I hear the click of our door and the sound of fast footsteps approaching, “ Charlotte!”
I jump up and see my best friend, Mia,  barreling forward at full speed, her blonde hair whipping behind her, her blue eyes sparkling with delight.” I open my arms, and we hug. She pulls back and looks me up and down. “Girl, you look gorgeous!”
I smile, “ You do too, everyone will want to be your Match.” She flips her hair and pops a hip, “ Thanks! Now, I heard you have food.”
“ Oh, yes, of course,” I say, walking over to the table
I walk her over to the table, where I see that my mother has already made plates full of food. Although Mia is petite, she can eat a lot of food.
As we dig in, Mom glances at the clock. “We should head out soon, since you two want to be early.” My stomach flips—excitement, mostly. The Center, the ceremony, and him. It's really happening!


“That was delicious, Mrs. Thomas,” Mia says, patting her stomach.
“ Oh Mia, you’re so kind!” My mother gushes, “ Are you ready to get on the road, girls?”
I glance at the clock on the wall and marvel at the time.
 “ Let’s get this show on the road!” Dad exclaims.
We whoop in appreciation, and we head down the hall to the front door. Mia and I have our bags haphazardly thrown by the door. Dad opens the door, and I step out into the cold January morning.
“ First day of the year, starting pretty cold.” Mia remarks. We pop the trunk of our car and load up the bags. I check my watch and see that it's nine in the morning. Time is flying by today. 
Dad hops into the front seat, and Mom climbs into the passenger seat. Lydia and Jake climb in the very back so that Mia and I can have the captain's seats. 
Mia walks over to me and grabs both of my hands,” We’re really doing this.”
“ I know,” I reply, “ I can't believe it.”
Mia steps forward and wraps her arms around me, and I do the same. We stand there hugging each other for a bit, when I pull back and say, “It's time.” She nods, and we climb into the car on the first step of the journey to the rest of our lives.

The car ride is long but not long enough. We laugh, we talk, we sing, but all too soon we are parking the car in The Match Center parking lot. We all step out of the car and grab our bags. Parents aren’t allowed in The Match Center, so I have to say goodbye now. Mia hugs and wishes them all farewell.
“ Dad, I am going to miss you so much,” I start and hug him, “ And Mom, I love you and your breakfasts, and I promise to call you later.” I hug them both. I look at Jake, and we have a quick embrace. Then he moves on to talk to Mia. I walk over to Lydia and smile. She grabs my hands and says,“ I want you to live every moment of this.”  She pulls me in for an embrace, and we hug for so long that my feet hurt. 
“ I love you so much, Char,” Lydia whispers to me.
“ I love you too, Lydia,” I reply
All too soon, Lydia pulls away and waves to Mia, who waves back and gets in the car. Jake finally hugs Mia and whispers something to her. Then he steps back and follows Lydia into the car. I step back with my bags in tow and watch the car pull away. We wave one more time, and I watch as the car pulls off into the distance.
Mia smiles at me, and we turn toward the Match Center. It’s what those old college campuses looked like in history class, but this is used for a very different purpose. Mia links our arms, and we start to walk to the Center. We notice there are plenty of other people. The gardens all around the campus are beautifully landscaped. 
I see a table up ahead, so we walk up to it.
“ Hello, ladies, can I get your names for your apartment numbers?”
“My name is Charlotte Thomas, and this,” I say, gesturing towards Mia, “ Is Mia Heart.”
She types this into her computer, and I hear the printer start behind her table. She hands us strips of paper with our apartment numbers on them.
“ So go unpack, and once you're done, go to the fitting and styling areas! Happy Matching!” She says and waves us away with a flick of her right hand.
We look at our papers and jump with joy because we are assigned to the same apartment complex, and even better, the same floor!
We walk for five minutes before reaching our apartments. When we walk through the door, we see a table marked, girls, in the center of the room. We set our bags down momentarily, and we walk up to the table. There are keys with tags on them. I look closely, and the tags have a room number and a name. There are barriers at each table, so you can't see the name of, in my case, the boy you'll be Matched with and share your apartment with. We grab the keys with our names and head down the hall.
“ Are you ready?” Mia whispers as we enter the elevator and hit the eighth floor 
“ Oh yeah!” I reply and give her a hip check
She giggles, and the elevator doors ding open.
We walk down and find our rooms. I am in room 805, and Mia is in room 810. I smile at her as she walks ahead of me and reaches her door. We slip the keys in and open our doors.
My room has a small entry hallway with a closet to my right, but as you walk in, it becomes an open floor plan. Everything is already furnished but not quite decorated, which immediately becomes my top priority. To the right is a hallway, where I see a laundry room, bathroom, and a spare closet. On the left side of the hallway, there is a singular door, which I assume is the master bedroom. I gently open the doors, and my jaw drops when I see the room. The bed is huge, and there is a TV mounted on the wall across from it. Next to the bed is a small couch. Moving into the room, I see a giant master bathroom fully stocked with everything I'll need. On the other side of the room is a huge walk-in closet. My favorite feature has to be the balcony, with windows framing the door to it, letting in amazing natural light. The balcony is huge and there is another set of doors in the livingroom that lead to it as well. I drop my bags and begin to unpack all of my clothes meticulously. I have to have been here first, since there is no trace of my Matches stuff. I quickly fold, hang up, and organize my clothes and belongings. In my closet, I put the bag from Jake on the shelf, the book from Mom next to my bed, and Lydia's gifts on my vanity in the bathroom.
Once I'm done, I hurry over to Mia's room. I opened her door, calling her name, “ Mia?”
	“ I think I got Matched to a cowboy!” Mia calls from down the hall. I follow the sound of her voice to her room and see what she’s talking about. I guess her Match got here earlier because in the closet, Mia has all of her stuff hung up, but on the other side are boots, cowboy hats, flannel, and leaning against the wall is a guitar case. Mia walks out of the closet, “ I always did think cowboys were cute.” This is true; anytime we had a movie night, she wanted to watch a Western. 
	“ Ok, well, we need to hurry and get fitted for our Matching dresses. Maybe you can try to find a country looking one.” I  say, wiggling my eyebrows.
	She grins, and we walk out.
	“ Has your Match arrived yet?” She asks me.
	“ No, I got here first, I guess, but the Matching isn’t until five, so he has plenty of time since it’s only ten-ish.”
	

	We got to the fitting rooms pretty quickly, and our stylists seemed nice enough. The hardest part was finding a dress. All the stylists are busy, so we start by picking out our rings. This is one of the few traditions that have stuck around since the pre-matching era. We walk over to the ring counters and begin looking. I rule out any pear shapes and continue down the jewelry case. 
	“ Charlotte! Look at this one!” Mia says, pointing to one in the case. I walk over to her as she points down to a beautiful ring. It has a silver band with a large square diamond in the center, with smaller diamonds set into the band all around it.
	“ Oh wow, Mia. I think that’s the one. It’s very much your style.” I gasp.
	“ I’ll take it!” Mia tells the lady behind the counter. They start sizing Mia, but I’m not paying attention because a sparkling ring catches my eye in the display. The ring has a gorgeous gold band with a large circular diamond, with smaller diamonds on either side to frame the middle one. Another lady comes over to me, “ Is this the one you want?” I smile and nod, still in shock that I found a gorgeous ring. Lydia's ring was just one humongous oval diamond on a silver band, and I always thought I’d get a similar ring. Mia and I share a smile as we sign our names on the tag of our rings.
	“ Are you ladies ready to find your dresses?” I hear a lady say to my right. Before I can blink, Mia has already run over to her and is looking at all of the dresses.
Mia and I decided to take turns finding dresses. She went first, and she pulled at least ten different dresses. We went through probably four when she came out in a stunning fitted dress. It’s lacy and elegant, but also gives that country vibe she was looking for. The sleeves are long and flared at the end, mimicking bell sleeves. She comes out beaming.
	“ Oh, Mia, this is it. You look stunning!” I exclaim
	“ I think this is it, I love it, Char!” She says as she admires herself in the mirror, “ How should I do my hair, up or down?”
	“ I think,” I say, coming up behind her, “You do a half-up but curl your hair so it has volume, and it will match the dress.”
	Her stylist makes the notes and turns to me, “ It’s your turn, Miss.” Mia claps her hand, and I jump up, ready to shop.
	I walk down an aisle when one dress catches my eye. It’s a ball gown, with glitter fabric, sweetheart neckline, and capped sleeves.
	“ That one,” I say, pointing to it.
	“ Are you sure you don’t want to shop some more?” Mia asks, coming up behind me
	“ Nope,” I say as I grab it and walk to the fitting room.
I was right, it was gorgeous and fit me. I came out on cloud nine. “ I want to wear my hair down in loose waves, minimal make-up, and I already have a perfume and lipstick to wear,” I tell my stylist as she writes it all down. I turn back around to get into my normal clothes and feel a new sense of excitement for the Matching. 


Once we're finally done with all of our stylists and fittings, we decide to grab a quick bite to eat. One nice thing about The Matching Center is that you will find a job while in the Center, so once you leave, you immediately have income, but while you're here, everything is free on campus.
“ I'm so excited to wear that dress.” Mia squeals as we walk towards the Cafeteria.
“ Yes, you looked gorgeous. Your mystery cowboy will be smitten by you, immediately.” I say, teasing her.
She laughs and continues walking, but then she falls when someone bumps into her. 
“ Oh my goodness, are you ok?”
I look over, and a boy is extending his hand out to Mia. The boy has light brown hair with a tan that shows that he is outside a lot. He speaks with a nice-sounding country twang in his voice. He has brown eyes that look at her with genuine concern. He’s wearing a nice-fitting flannel shirt, showing off his impressive biceps. He looks exactly like the guy who'd own those boots back in the apartment. Lucky Mia—if that's even him.
“ I’m so sorry I bumped you!” He tells her.
“ Oh no, you're fine,” Mia says, taking his hand and getting off the ground.
“ And you’re not so bad yourself.” He smiles and winks at her. Mia, being the composed person she is, laughs and playfully shoves his arm.
“ My name's Mia Heart, what’s yours?”
“ I’m Cash Brooks. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Heart.” He reaches out to shake her hand, and Mia accepts and shakes it. She plays along with his southern charm and curtsies, “ Oh no, the pleasure is all mine, Mr. Brooks.”  He smiles, and they laugh together.
Cash turns to look at me and smiles. Mia notices this, “ Cash, this is my best friend Charlotte Thomas.”
He sticks out his hand, “ Nice to meet you, Charlotte.”
“ Back at you,” I respond, shaking his hand, and he just smiles.
“ Well, it's been lovely meeting you two, but I have to head to my fitting. I know I could've done it earlier, but since I was one of the first ones here, I unpacked and decided to take a tour of the Center. I'll see you around. Mia.” He says, dipping his hat at Mia, and walks off.

Mia fans her face as Cash walks away, “ Oh my!”
“ Mia, that guy has to be your Match! His style matches the clothes in the closet, and he just looks like a cowboy!” I exclaimed, practically shaking her.
“ Do you really think so?” She says, looking hopeful as she watches him walk away.
I nod my head, and she squeals. It seems like he matches the clues left in Mia’s apartment. We continue on our way to get food, but I can’t focus on anything but my Match. I can't wait to see him. Honestly, I can't help but wonder what he's doing right now.




Nate

	Honk! Honk! Honk!
	“  Five more minutes, Mom!” I mumble into my pillow. I roll over and grab my phone, checking the time. I do a double-take when my phone tells me it’s noon. I throw the covers back. I never oversleep. How did this happen, today of all days? I grab my favorite pair of sneakers. I feel eternally grateful that my mom made me pack the car last night. I grab my duffel bag, phone, charger, and earbuds while I run out the door. 
	“ Nate, come on!” I hear my Mom call from downstairs, “ We’ve been waiting in the car! I thought you were awake. I doubt you're even ready!”
	I roll my eyes, but she has a point. My hair is messy, my shoes are in my hand, and I’m still wearing my pajamas. I run down the stairs and round the corner, seeing my little sister, Taylor, frowning at me. “ Nate, how can you be late today of all days? You are about to be Matched, and you don’t even have shoes on!” She says, pointing at my feet in disgust. I look down and smile, “ Well, once it’s your turn, then you can be on time.” I say, rushing past her. I run into the kitchen snatching a toasted waffle, shove it into my mouth, and run out the door leading to the garage. My mom is leaning against the passenger side door with her arms crossed across her chest. I slow down and stop in front of her, my head bent down, my brown hair flopping into my eyes. 
	“ I’m sorry for oversleeping, Mom,” I mumble. I hear her sigh, and she puts her hands on my cheeks, pulling my face up to look at her. Although she’s several inches shorter than I am, I still feel like a little kid when I’m with her.
	“ How is your girl gonna deal with you?” She laughs, lifting my spirits a bit. I chuckle, “ I’m gonna have to give her a list of warnings.”
	“ Here,” My Mom says, running her hands through my hair, “ Let me help you with that. You look like you just rolled out of bed.” I let her fix my hair, straightening my middle part, but adding volume and shape to my hair, so it doesn’t look stupid. We share my brown hair, but I get my brown eyes from my dad. Taylor got my Dad’s blonde hair and my mom's blue eyes.
	I hear the door open behind me as Taylor breezes into the garage. She’s holding a pair of my jeans and a gray hoodie. She smirks as I walk over to her. Instead of grabbing the clothes, I grab her around the waist and spin her around, shouting, “ You’re the best sister ever, Taylor!” She giggles as her blonde hair whips around her. When I put her back down, she hands me the clothes and gets in the back of the car. 
	I jog back into the house and head straight into that bathroom. I quickly switch my pants and pull the hoodie over my white tee. I look at myself in the mirror, doing final touch-ups on my hair. I smile at my reflection—messy hair tamed, hoodie on, ready enough. Whatever’s waiting at the Center, at least I won’t show up looking like I just rolled out of a tornado.
I jog back to the garage, slide into the backseat, and buckle up. Dad glances over. “Ready for the rest of your life, kid?”
I grin. “Born ready.”
Taylor snorts from beside me, “ Just not ready this morning.”
	I elbow her, but she just smirks at me. I look down at my watch, which displays 12:30 PM. We're pretty lucky, because we only live thirty minutes away from The Matching Center.
	“Hey, Mom,” I call, turning back towards her, “Tell me about your year in The Center.”
	She makes eye contact with me in the mirror, “ Well, it was terrifying at first, I mean, leaving home and moving in with someone you don’t know is scary, but your father got me through those first few days.” She reaches out for Dad’s hand, and he happily complies, although he’s driving.
	“ When I picked out my dress,” She continues, “ I was a mess. Mascara running down my face. I felt alone but hopeful that I wouldn’t be for long. Anyway, fast forward to the Matching Ceremony, I was sitting in the audience, all cleaned up and styled, when my name was called. I stood up and walked up to the platform. I actually tripped on the stairs as I walked up, not falling, but I did stumble, and everyone laughed. I was so embarrassed that I had done that that I almost started crying right then and there. I had been so overwhelmed all day that that was the tipping point. Then they called your father's name, and he was so handsome. Honestly, I was stunned, but even more embarrassed that he probably thought I was a klutz. Then I saw him smile, and as he was walking up the stairs, I saw that he purposefully clipped his shoe against a step. He went down hard, worse than me. Then he looked up and smiled again, and I knew he did that for me. He got up, and we exchanged rings, and then, when it was time to go sit back down, he offered me his hand as we went down the stairs.”
	I look over at my Dad, “ Why’d you trip yourself?”
	He sighs, “ Well, as I watched her walk up, before I knew she was my Match, I thought she was gorgeous. So I felt so lucky that my name was called, but I could tell she was embarrassed, so I thought that I could show that we were in this together, so I tripped as well.” 
	“Aww, that’s so sweet of you.” Taylor gushes.
	“ What happened when you got back to the apartment?” I ask.
	Dad chimes in first, “ Well, you know you have to choose your future careers, but once we did that, we just talked. Talked about our families, how many kids we wanted, stupid things we’ve done, our hopes, our fears, and just everything under the sun.”
	“ Did you kiss?” Taylor asks, wiggling her eye brow
	Mom chuckles, “ Well, yes, but not that day.”
	Dad picks the story up, “ You know how we have to do those mandatory couple bonding activities.” We nod. “ Well, we went out to dinner, probably a month in. While we were there, a slow song came on, and so I asked your mother to dance right there, in the middle of the restaurant. She agreed, and so I pulled her up, and we started to slow dance. The music, the lights, the beautiful girl in front of me sealed the deal for me, so I just leaned in, and she didn’t pull away. 
	Taylor lets out a dreamy sigh. “That’s like movie-level romantic. Nate, you have to be romantic, and do something like this with your Match!”
	Although this seemed scary this morning, I’m smiling. The car hums along the highway now, the Matching Center’s sleek white buildings just starting to appear in the distance. My stomach flips—in the best way.
Whoever she is… I hope she likes frozen waffles. And messy hair. And guys who show up late but show up anyway.
The car slows as Dad turns into the lot. Mom squeezes Dad’s hand one more time, then looks back at me with that proud-mom smile I know so well.
“ You ready, bud?” Dad, asks
I finally feel like I am. I open the car door and step into the crisp, cold air. We all hop out of the car as my dad pops the trunk. I grab my bags and pile them on the ground outside the car. The parking lot is busy, full of people wishing a fond farewell to the future Matches. I turn back to my family, the people who raised me, the people who supported me, the people who I won’t see for the next year. I smile sadly at them and walk up to Taylor first. Although she’s sixteen, I still see her as a little girl.
“Don’t be a total disaster in there, okay? And text me if your match is hot.” 
I laugh and ruffle her blonde hair. “I’ll try. And yeah, I’ll send pics. Promise.” She steps back, and I walk over to my Dad, “ I promise I’ll make you proud, Dad. I’ll be the man you’ve taught me to be.”
He smiles, “ You already are.” He pulled me in for a hug, and I happily complied. Over his shoulder, I can see Mom, barely holding it together. I pull out of the hug and side step over to Mom. She doesn’t wait—she just steps in and wraps me up tight.“My sweet boy,” she whispers against my shoulder. “I’m so proud of you. You’re going to be amazing. And whoever she is… she’s lucky. So lucky.”
I swallow hard. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”
She pulls back just enough to cup my face in both hands, thumbs brushing my cheeks as she did in the garage. “I love you more. Call us tonight, okay? Even if it’s just to say goodnight.”
“I will. Promise.” I whisper
She kisses my forehead, quick and soft, then steps back, wiping at her eyes with a laugh. “Go on before I start ugly-crying in the parking lot.”
Taylor snorts. “Too late.”
I watch them pile back into the car as I collect my belongings from the ground. As the car pulls out, I wave until the car is down the street and out of sight.
I turn around and head towards the check-in area. A lady with a stern face sits behind a check-in counter. As I approach the table, she barely looks up, “ Name?”
“ Oh, uh, Nathan Andrews,” I say, a little caught off guard by how cold her tone is. I hear a printer go off, somewhere behind the counter. She hands me a slip of paper and states, “ Go unpack and then head to the fitting rooms for your fittings. You’ll be called back at four for your styling, as will everyone else, so I would recommend hurrying up.” She dismisses me with a wave of her hand, which I find rude, but I just smile and walk off.
As I walk down the path, I start to feel a little bit nervous. Yeah, I’m gonna be Matched, but I know no one here. What if no one likes me? I continue walking, and when I finally get to the apartment, I’ve had to tell myself that at least I’ll have my dream girl, right?
When I walk into the lobby, I notice two tables. I walk over to the one labeled ‘ Boys’. I scan the key tags for my name. I finally find it, seeing all the keys shows just how many people come here. I look around at everyone in the lobby, and friend groups seem to have formed. Man, I should have gotten here earlier. I turn down the hall and walk to the elevator. I push the button to open the elevator doors.
“ Hey there.” I hear a voice say from beside me, “ I’m Cash, Cash Brooks.”
I turn to look over at the voice. Cash is tall and tan, his light brown hair tousled but half hidden under his cowboy hat. His voice has a nice country accent, which is interesting to hear, since I never lived near the country.
“Hey,” I say, shifting my duffel bag to the other shoulder. “Nate. Nathan Andrews, but Nate works.”
He has an easy smile as we walk into the elevator.
“ Have you been here long?” I ask, pressing the button for my floor.
“ Oh, yeah, I’ve been here all day, but I spent most of it meandering around, getting used to the Center. I’m just dropping off my hat before heading to the fitting rooms.” He says, leaning against the elevator wall.
“ Hey, let me drop off my stuff, and then we could go together,” I said, looking over at him.
“That would be amazing,” Cash says, then quieter, “ Truth be told, I was worried I wouldn’t have friends, so I’d have to do this process alone, well, besides my Match, but you know.
I feel so relieved hearing that, “ Oh my gosh, I had that same worry.”
The elevator dings, and we step out. We walk down the hall when I finally see my room number. I look over and see that Cash walks only a few doors down and unlocks his door.
I turn back to my door and slide the key into the lock, hearing a soft click, and I swing the door open. The apartment is so clean, I must have beaten her here. Who’s late now? I laugh to myself, but when I walk down the hall and open the door to our bedroom, I notice a book on one of the bedside tables. I walk over and pick it up, and look at the title, ‘ Making Your Match Work’. I smile, maybe I’ll have to read this. I look over and spot the closet. I think that I’ll just throw my bag in there and deal with it later. I open the door and see that half of the closet is filled with pink, sparkles, and so many girly outfits. I look down, and all of her shoes are heels, flats, or boots. Goodness gracious, I’m matched to a princess. I roll my eyes and drop my bag, jogging out to go meet Cash.
“ You ready?” Cash calls as I close the door once I’m in the hall.
“ Yeah, let’s go,” I say as we walk down the hallway and back into the elevator.

We walk for a few minutes in the frigid cold, and we see the Cafeteria. Cash elbows me, “ Do you want to grab a bite real quick?” I look at my watch, telling me the time is 1:30 PM. We have to submit our outfits by 3:30, go back to the fitting rooms so I can get ready for the Ceremony at 4:00. Honestly, I will take any detour to defrost.
“ Oh yeah, we’ve got time.” I retort, and we veer off course and walk into the Cafeteria.
We walk through the doors, and the smell of a thousand different smells all mingle in the air, but it actually smells good.
“ Hey, I know that girl over there!” Cash says, pointing to a blonde girl sitting at a table by herself. We walk over to her, and she looks up. Once she sees it’s Cash, her entire face brightens.
“ Hey Mia!” Cash says as we arrive at her table.
 “ Hey, Cash! What are you doing here? I thought you still had to do your fitting.”
He laughs, “ Yeah, but Nate and I are heading over now. Where’s Charlotte?” 
“ Oh,” She says, pointing over her shoulder, “ She’s getting a soda, then we’re gonna go get our nails done.”
“ Oh wow, that sounds great!” Cash remarks, getting a giggle out of Mia. I get incredibly bored and walk over to the ice cream station, because it’s never too cold for ice cream. The cones are in a pull-out machine, like how soda cups usually are. I pull the bottom one out, showering a tsunami of crumbs down onto the countertop. I turn and start swirling ice cream into my cone.
I hear a clicking of footsteps approach me, “ Oh, uhm, excuse me.” A voice says from behind me. I turn, and standing there is probably the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. She’s holding a soda in one hand, and her other is in her pocket. Her brown hair down in waves, impossibly bright blue eyes, a pink blouse tucked into white jeans, and chic black heels, “ I don’t know, if you realize this, but you made a mess.” She says, pointing to the crumbs.
“ Oh,” I say, and look for a napkin. I spot the napkin dispenser and take one out, using it to brush the crumbs onto the floor.
I hear a sharp inhale come from the girl. I turn to look at her and see that she has pursed her perfectly pink lips, “ So, that didn’t solve the problem, nor did it help alleviate it in any way.” 
I look around the room and point out a janitorial staff member, “ Look, he can easily clean this up. They do rotations every half-hour, so they’ll clean this sooner or later.” I can tell that she isn’t happy with this response when she crosses her arms over her chest. 
“ Or,” She says, grabbing a broom and pan from beside the counter, “ You can sweep this up in, say, thirty seconds.” She sweeps the crumbs into a pile and then into the dustpan. I roll my eyes. She flips her hair as she stands back up and, in almost perfectly measured steps, dumps the crumbs into the trash.“ Fine, what would you have wanted me to do?” I say as she walks back to me.
 Her heels click once on the tile. “You could have cupped the napkin under the dispenser, caught the crumbs as they fell, and thrown the whole thing away. Instead, you chose the lazy route.”
I exhale through my nose. “You’re really going to stand here and lecture me about napkin technique?”
“I’m going to stand here and point out that basic courtesy exists,” she says, voice rising just enough that the couple at the nearest table glances over. “Especially when we’re all about to be matched with someone forever. If this is how you treat shared spaces on day one, good luck to whoever ends up living with you.”
That hits. My grin fades. “Wow. You don’t even know me, and you’re already writing my match’s obituary.”
She doesn’t back down. “I know you turned a two-second fix into a five-minute problem for someone else. That tells me plenty.”
I cross my arms, “ You’re acting like an exhausting princess. Where everything has to be done your way, and only you can be right.”
Her eyes flash. “Better exhausting than inconsiderate.”
“Better laid-back than wound so tight you might snap.” I counter. 
The air between us crackles—thick, charged, like the moment before a storm breaks. Neither of us moves. Neither of us blinks. 
Then she straightens, smooths her pink blouse with one hand like she’s resetting herself, and steps back. She turns on her heel—sharp click-click-click—and walks away, head high, shoulders squared, soda still untouched in her hand.
Ugh, who does she think she is?  Everything about her starts to grate on my gears. I'm not usually like this, but something about her sets me off.
I turn back to look at Cash, who’s coming over here. Dang, I didn’t get that girl's name, now I’ll just have to tell Cash to be on the lookout for any princess-looking, snobby, clean-freak girls. When Cash makes it over, I tell him the entire story. He looks at me, “ Uh, Nate, I think y’all both sound like jerks. She shouldn’t have been so aggressive, but you shouldn’t  have started the name-calling.And look, you’ll probably never see her again, so just forget about it.”
I look at my shoes, “ You’re right, but I don’t know, something about her just sets me off. Thank goodness I’ll probably never have to see her again.” 
Cash just laughs, “ Ok, Nate, whatever you say.” We walk out of the Cafeteria and I have a lot to think about on the way to the fittings 

We finally made it to the fitting rooms. Once we finally sign in, we get to pick out our tuxedos. I smile as I walk by, bedazzled, neon, and even a sheer tuxedo. Cash starts laughing as he pulls out a tuxedo with stripes up and down it.
“ Oh my gosh, some of these are so ugly!” Cash whispers, sifting through more suits. Then he pulls out a charcoal gray suit with a simple gray tie.
“ I’m gonna go ahead and try this one on.” Cash says already taking the suit into the changing room. I keep looking, and finally I find a sleek classic tux in the very back. I take it over to a dressing room and try it on. I look in the mirror once it’s on, and I look sharp. I walk out, pulling on the cuff links. The suit fits like a glove, and I see Cash looking in the mirror as well. 
“ Is that the one you would like, sir?” One of the stylists asked me.
I nod, and he walks away with his clipboard. I follow him to the ring counter and survey all of the options. Some of them have engravings and patterns, but I’m really not into glitz and glam. I end up at the end of the counter, looking at the solid rings. In the far top-right corner, I spot a simple matte-black ring. I smile and point it out, “ I want that one, if that’s okay with you.” The man behind the counter laughs, but gives me the tag so I can sign my name. Cash walks over behind me and starts to look over all of the rings. Now that we’re back in our regular clothes, it feels weird looking at all of these fancy rings.
“ I’ve never worn a ring.” Cash says, picking up a plain silver ring and a gold ring as well.
I laugh, “ I know what you mean. I wish I knew what my Match chose?”
He grins but turns back to the display case. “I want this one.” He holds up the plain silver ring. The man behind the counter slips him the tag, and he signs it.
“ Ok, well, since it’s 4:00,” The stylist says, attaching the tag, “ You two can walk through those doors and into the styling wing, so we can prep you for the ceremony.”
“ Thank you, sir.” Cash says, and we walk through the Men’s door and into the styling room. The room has so many vanities set up, each one comes with a personal stylist. A redheaded man walks up, “ Mr.Brooks, we have a seat for you over here.”
Cash walks off with the man, and I feel nervous because I have no idea what to do now. Suddenly, I notice a vanity with my name on it, so I just assume that I should go over there. I walk over and sit down. “ Hey there,” I say to my stylist, who seems to be avoiding eye contact. He doesn’t respond, so I just move on. He hands me my suit, so I quickly change in the little area he set up for me. When I sit down, he immediately starts on my hair. He uses his flat iron to slightly curl, but mainly just give it better shape and volume. Honestly, how will this take an hour?


We pick out suits and rings quickly and then we are rushed into a styling area to get ready for the ceremony. They say it should take and hour but after an hour of pulls, tugs, spritzes, and powders, I’m done. Honestly, I’m surprised it didn’t take longer than an hour. I look good. My hair is on point, but I still run my hand through it to give it more charm. I smile, my suit looks sharp, broadening my shoulders, seeming to add muscles and height.
“ Looking sharp.” Cash says, walking up to me. I turn to look at him. His suit looks amazing, and paired with that lazy smile, he looks like he’s about to jump on a horse and ride into the sunset.
“ You ready?” I ask, still looking in the mirror.
He smiles, “ Oh yeah! I mean, I’m about to meet the love of my life! It’s going to be incredible. How could science be wrong?” Suddenly, a voice comes over the loudspeaker, “ All Men, please proceed into the Auditorium, the ceremony is about to begin.”
Cash and I make eye contact, and we walk through the side door into the Auditorium. The room is low-lit, and the only light comes from the fairy string lights hung drooping down from the ceiling. All the windows have flowers dripping down from the window ledges. The seats are divided into sections with long aisles all leading to the stage at the front of the room. Cash and I sit down at the end of one of the rows and watch all of the other guys file in, in their suits. Once everyone has sat down in their chairs, the doors on the other side of the room open, and the parade of girls files out. Every dress is so different. Some are tight, some are flared, and I even spot a few knee-length dresses, and one or two in color.
I find Mia walking in, in an amazing, lacy dress. I look over at Cash, who can’t seem to stop looking at Mia. I nudge him, “She looks great.” I whisper. He simply nods, “ Yeah, she does, doesn’t she. Her Match is going to be so lucky.” He says that last part a little whistfully, but he should have seen this coming. Right after Mia, I notice a girl walk in. Her ball gown is covered in glitter, and when the light hits her dress, it gives an effortless glow to her entire presence. However, when I notice, it’s that annoying girl from the Cafeteria, I resent all the compliments I gave her, and her dress right now.                                                                                                                                                                             
At that moment, the lights dimmed and the rows leading up and down the rows of seats glowed white. The stage glowed the same white as the pathway. Everyone immediately sat down, and a hush fell over the room.
	The same voice from orientation came over the speakers at that moment, “The world was a terrible place. Divorce. Disease. Dating mishaps. The age at which people get married continued to increase. We’ve found a better way. Every single person here is eighteen years old, turning nineteen. You all have donated a piece of your DNA. We have used this information to find the perfect person for you, to ensure healthy children, and also you are Matched for life, so there is no room for failure. Today, you are going to be Matched. You will find the person you have been predisposed to be with for the rest of your life. We will call the female up first and then call the male. You will exchange the Matching Rings to signify your commitment to your Match. Let the Matching Begin!”
	Everyone cheered. I rearranged my tie as we waited for the applause to die down. Once they did, the first Match was called.
	“ Rachel Mae Johnson.” The voice called.
A petite brunette stood up and walked down to the stage. Her simple tight dress helps her keep the put-together look. She stood on stage in a very dignified way, waiting for her Match to be called.
	“ Marc Bryan Harrison.” The voice called.
A black-haired boy stood and slowly walked up to the stage. She weakly smiled at him, but I couldn’t see his face. He joined her on stage. They turned to face each other, and a pedestal rose out of the floor with two rings placed on top of it. They put the rings on each other, and I expected them to walk, but he whispered something, and she nodded her head. He pulled her in for a hug, and the voice came over saying, “ You are officially Matched. Please welcome Mr. and Mrs. Harrison.” We all clapped, and then the voice continued, “ 	
       They held hands as he guided her off stage and to an open seat. I smiled at that and silently wished them the best.
The next couple was called. They did the ceremony and walked off. I continued to watch for the next half hour when the name of someone I knew was called.
	“ Mia Marie Heart.” The voice declared.
She strutted down the aisle confidently. She climbed up the stairs and stood there waiting in anticipation for her match. I shot a glance in Cash’s direction, and he looked very tense.
“ Cash Sterling Brooks.” The voice called
Cash stood up beaming, the only person smiling more than him is probably Mia. She’s still onstage, but she seems to be vibrating with pure joy. Cash jogs up the steps to the stage to meet Mia up there. The podium rises from the floor with its two rings. They start whispering and smiling as they exchange the rings. When the podium recedes into the floor, Cash pulls Mia into a hug. The voice calls out, “ You are officially Matched. Please welcome Mr. and Mrs. Brooks!”
Cash whispers something in Mia’s ear, and she aggressively nods her head. He leans in and kisses Mia, and the audience loves it. They clap and cheer. I’m sure this is how everyone wants their Match to react to them. I smile to myself as they walk down to the open seating, hand-in-hand. Man, I can’t wait for my Match. Maybe I should kiss her when I see her? I sit in anticipation, waiting for my name. Twenty minutes passed, and then it happened.
“ Charlotte Rose Thomas.” The voice called, and I looked around to see who she was. Then, I see that huge glitter dress standing up, and smirk to myself. She truly does look like a princess now. Perfect, now I can see what poor sucker gets stuck with her for the rest of their life. She walks up, perfect posture, and grace to spare. She ascends the stairs and turns to face the audience. 
“ Nathan Daniel Andrews.” The voice rang out. No way, man, I’m the poor sucker stuck with her. I stand up and study her face. Her face is excited until I see her recognize me. Her eyes flicker with disdain, but quickly go back to the joy that everyone expects when you get Matched. I walk up the stairs and onto the stage. I stand across from her as the podium rises, revealing our rings. I smell her perfume, standing across from her, and goodness, it smells amazing, oddly attractive. She has a gold band with a large diamond and a cluster on either side of it. It sparkles nearly as much as her dress, in comparison to my matte black ring. I laugh and pick up her ring, extending my hand. She huffs, but extends her left hand. When I touch her, she seems to tense. I slide the ring on and whisper, “ You ready, Princess?”
She gives a little giggle and then, in a too-happy tone, says, “ I think you’re the one who’s not ready. Oh, and don’t call me princess.” She pulls her hand back and picks up my ring.
“ Eww, this ring is so, well, plain,” Charlotte says, as I extend my hand and she effortlessly slips the ring on my finger.
The podium begins to descend. The announcer’s voice booms: “You are officially Matched. Please welcome Mr. and Mrs. Andrews!”
The crowd erupts—claps, cheers, a few whistles. I offer my arm as we rehearsed in every Matching video ever made. She takes it, grip light but firm, nails digging in just enough to make her point. We walk down the stairs together—her heels clicking in perfect rhythm, my steps deliberately a half-beat off just to see if she’ll react. She does: a tiny, annoyed huff. We arrive at our seats and sit down, her dress spilling over into my space.
Charlotte stays perfectly still beside me. I can feel her tension radiating like heat. I lean in, voice barely audible. “So… forever, huh?” 
She doesn’t look at me. “Apparently.” 
I let the silence stretch for a beat, then add, “Good thing we’re both so good at getting along.” 
Her lips press together so hard they almost disappear. She finally turns her head—just enough for me to see the flash of blue eyes. She turns back to the stage, but I swear I see the tiniest twitch at the corner of her mouth—like she hates that she almost smiled. The next couple is called. More clapping. More rings. I sit there, ring heavy on my finger, her perfume drifting over every time she shifts, her shoulder inches from mine. This is going to be a disaster.





Charlotte

	I’m in shock. There is no way any of this is happening. I can’t stop looking at my ring. I am not matched to Nathan Andrews. I am most definitely not happy about it. The ceremony continues with more happy people all getting up and finding their forever person. I can’t believe this. Lydia gets her perfect man in Jake. Mom and Dad have a love that stands the test of time. I look over at Nate, sitting there so relaxed, his laidback goofy grin shining through as if this is his average Tuesday. Ugh, if only I had known that when I made a jab about his Match having a hard time living with him, I had ended up predicting my future.
	You know what, I am Charlotte Thomas, well, I guess I’m Charlotte Andrews, but whatever! I can make this work. Maybe I overreacted. I can’t judge him solely on one interaction. I turn to look at him again and give him my sweetest, most charming smile. He notices and turns to look at me, eyebrows furrowed as if he’s confused by my smile. 
He leans in and whispers, “ What are you doing, Princess? 	
My smile turns into a glare at this nickname he gave me. Nope, I didn’t misjudge him; he has no respect for anyone else, just as I always knew. Why!
The ceremony finally ends, and we are dismissed to go back to our apartments. We have to choose the career path we want to take. I stand up, and suddenly my dress feels like it weighs a ton.
“ Charlotte!” Mia squeals as she jogs up to me and throws her arms around me,  “ Today is the best day of my life.” I laugh, and she pulls back as Cash comes over. He immediately extends his hand, and Mia takes it gladly, fingers lacing through his like they’ve done it a thousand times already. I feel a wave of jealousy at the ease of their relationship. I guess Nate notices this as well, because I spot him reaching for my hand. Ha, absolutely not! I discreetly slap his hand as it gets closer to mine. His fingers curl back instantly, and he shoots me a frown, eyebrows lifting in that “really?” way of his, but he slips his hand back into his pockets. 
Mia’s eyes flick between us, but she’s too happy to push. “Well, come on! We’ve got to head back and pick our careers. She tugs Cash forward, still holding his hand, and we follow—Nate and I walking side by side but with a careful foot of space between us, like we’re both afraid of accidental contact.
We start to exit the building when Nate shrugs his jacket off, slinging it over his shoulder, then loosens his bowtie, allowing it to dangle around his neck.
“ Really?” I hiss, gesturing at his clothes.
He looks over at me, rolling his eyes, “ What?”
“ Your posture is atrocious, you are wrinkling your suit, and you can’t keep the outfit on for another ten minutes until we get home,” I say, exasperated.
“ What, you can’t bear to be seen walking with someone who isn’t perfectly polished, Princess?” He sighs. I can’t even with him right now. I pick up the pace, leaving Nate behind, and try to catch up with Cash and Mia, who have left me. Honestly, what happened to best friend loyalty?
“ Fine.” He says, “You won’t walk with me. I don’t want to wear this for another ten minutes, so race you there.” I turn my head slightly to look at him, and I see that he’s smiling and then runs past me. The practical side of me wanted to shake my head at him, but the competitive side of me wanted to beat him.
“ You coming after me?” He calls over his shoulder and raises his eyebrows.
My competitive side takes over, and I run after him.

He beat me. He beat me so bad it's embarrassing. However, as I was running, I passed Mia and Cash, so I didn’t come in last. Nate is leaning against the wall next to the entryway of the apartment and smirking at me. I slow down to catch my breath. I try to smooth my hair, but the winter wind blows it back into my face. He shrugs off the wall and walks over to me. I try to stand up as tall as I can, but he still towers over me as he walks up to me.
	“ We should wait for Cash and Mia before we go in,” I say to my shoes.
	“ You aren’t even going to acknowledge my triumphant win over you.” He says to me
I roll my eyes and try to walk past him, but he just turns and walks with me, “ We should go sit on those benches while we wait.” I say.
	“ Fine, but I still would like you to acknowledge just how awesome I am for beating you.” He sits down, and I sit next to him.
	“ Never. Also, you had a head start, and my heels slowed me down.” I say, “ So it’s not a true win.”
He smiles and looks over at me, “ Ok, let’s pretend you're right. Even though I had that headstart, I beat you by way more than the headstart I was given, so therefore, I win still.”
	I cross my arms over my chest and adjust how I’m sitting so my back is to him. He scoffs, “ Yeah, real mature, Princess.”
            I feel anger bubble up inside my chest and threaten to explode. I stuff it down and sit, examining all the matches walking around. Some people have broken into groups of friends, while others have stuck together and are walking to their respective apartment buildings. I spot Mia and Cash still a little bit away, but they have such a happy glow, you can see it from here. I practically want to scream, how can they have such an instant connection? What is this black magic!
            Mia and Cash finally reach us. Mia’s cheeks are flushed from laughing; Cash’s hand is still in hers. They look like they belong together.
            “ Should we head inside?” Nate says, standing up. They nod, and I rise with as much grace as I can muster in this huge dress. Cash opens the door for Mia and the rest of us. The lobby is now full of girls in white dresses, their Matches surrounding them. I beeline for the elevator and click the button to call for it. Nate comes to stand to my right and whispers, “ Are we sure your dress will fit in the elevator?” 
            I gasp, “ That was quite rude.” He laughs, and the elevator doors open. I walk in, followed by Nate, Mia, and Cash. Cash clicks the eighth floor, and in doing so, steps right into Mia's personal space. That would put me off, but Mia seems to enjoy being this close to Cash. They really were made for each other, I guess. I turn towards Nate, and he's using the mirror walls of the elevator to pick at something in his teeth. I guess he gets it out because he flicks his finger, and whatever gunk was in his teeth is now somewhere on the floor. I try not to gag, and just in time, the doors open and I rush out.
	Everyone files out, and we head down the hall. I reach room 805 and check the mailbox slot. Sure enough, there are two little crisp envelopes for Nate and me. Mia and Cash are checking their mailboxes as well. Nate comes over and unlocks the door and whispers, “ I’m gonna change real quick.” 
“ Okay,” I mutter, still looking at the envelopes. I hear footsteps behind me. I whip around and see Mia grinning at me. I try to mirror her smile. “ Char, I can’t even believe that I got Cash. This is going to be an amazing year.”
“ Haha, oh, I know, right?” I lie
“ I thought I would just come say goodnight,” she says, hugs me, then walks into her apartment. 
“Ok, bye,” I mutter to absolutely nobody. I turn back and stare at the apartment door. It’s ok. You can do this. You’re fine. I twist the handle and walk into the apartment. I start to walk down the hallway, but freeze when I notice the trail of clothing. Nate's shoes are in the middle of the floor, followed closely by his socks. I can’t believe this, oh wait nevermind I can. I see his tux jacket thrown onto the couch, and his undone bowtie on the kitchen island. He said he was going to change, but I thought he would at least wait until he got to our room. I grab all of his stuff and sit down on a barstool. I fold his suit jacket, smooth his bowtie, and roll his socks into those cut little sock balls. I put one in each shoe, and I can’t help but wonder if this is what the rest of my life will be like. I can hear a soft thud from the bedroom; he’s probably leaving clothes on the floor. Probably already making a mess of the closet, I spent an hour organizing this morning.
I pick up my envelope and take a deep breath before finally opening it. Inside is a single sheet: Career Path Selection. A list of options—teacher, counselor, administrative assistant, creative coordinator, healthcare support, maintenance technician, data analyst, event planner… the list goes on. Beside each one is a projected salary, location availability, and a small note: Selections must be mutually agreed upon by matched partners to optimize household stability.
 I hear the bedroom door open and close again, softer this time. I glance up from the kitchen island, where I’ve been staring at the career forms as they might magically fill themselves out. Nate steps into the hallway. He’s changed into dark jeans and a simple black t-shirt that clings just enough to show the lines of his shoulders and chest—nothing flashy, but it fits him perfectly, like he didn’t even try. His hair is still damp from a quick rinse, pushed back but already starting to fall forward in that messy, effortless way. Barefoot, sleeves rolled to his elbows, ring glinting on his finger as he runs a hand through his hair one last time. 
And oh no, He looks… really handsome. He freezes mid-step. “You… picked up my stuff.” I meet his eyes, keeping my voice even, even though my pulse is hammering. “It was everywhere. Shoes in the walkway, socks on the floor, jacket on the couch, bowtie on the counter. I almost tripped twice.”
He runs a hand through his hair, messing it up more. “I was literally gone for five minutes. I was going to get it later.” He looks at the neat pile, then at me. Something flickers in his expression—annoyance, maybe, but also a flash of guilt he tries to hide behind a half-smirk. “You didn’t have to do that. I would’ve grabbed it.”
My cheeks feel like they are on fire, “ No, uhm, it’s fine. I’m gonna go change now.” I rush past him, grabbing the pile of clothes I already collected. I make it down the hall and into the safety of my room. I quickly gather the rest of his suit that is balled up in a corner, and I walk over to the closet to hang it up. I look in the closet and sigh, realizing that he hasn’t unpacked any of his stuff. I hang his suit up and leave the rest of his stuff for later. I finally strip off my dress and hang it up. I grab soft pink leggings, an oversized white sweater with delicate lace trim at the cuffs, and fuzzy slippers. I walk into my bathroom and throw my hair into a high ponytail, pulling out my face-framing pieces. I spritz some more perfume and touch up my makeup. When I’m finally done, I look in the mirror and feel a sense of pride for pulling myself together. 
I smooth my sweater one last time, square my shoulders, and open the door.
I head down the hallway, and I spot Nate leaning against the counter, tapping his pen on his career list. He glances up at me but quickly does a double-take. His mouth opens slightly, then closes. He clears his throat—once, quietly—and looks back down at the career form in his hand, “ So, I read the directions, and we need to fill this out and put it in our little mailbox out there before midnight.” He points at our door lazily, “ We should probably get cracking on this.” 
I sit down next to him on a barstool, l and he slides me my packet and a pen. I quickly scan the list. Without looking at him, I ask, “What do you want to do?”
He sighs, “ Oh, well, I was an intern at a general hospital for a while, and I have read a few medical textbooks, so I want to be a doctor. Probably general practice.”
I open my mouth, then close it. The image of him in scrubs—serious, focused, actually saving lives—clashes so hard with the Nate who left socks in the hallway and flicked turkey crumbs that my brain short-circuits for a second. He gives a small, self-conscious laugh. “I know it sounds big. But yeah. I think I could do it.”
I look over at him. He looks at me a little nervously, seeming scared of my opinion of this career choice. I smile. “Yeah, I think you could do it too.” He looks relieved when I agree with him. He flips to the back page of the packet and writes down his choice, signing his name on his slot, leaving my signature spot blank. My eyes flick down the lists of possible careers, none of them enticing me. I don’t want to choose something I hate, and if Nate is making a doctor's salary, money isn’t an issue. I continue to scan the list when I finally reach the Motherhood career path. I read the description, and it seems to be too good to be true. The course focuses on household management, child-rearing, early childhood education, family stability, and domestic coordination.
I guess that they’d have to list some qualifications, but as I look harder, I notice that all of the coursework is online. Oh my gosh, I could get so much done while doing all of that at home. I turn to look at Nate and see that he’s texting someone on his phone. I clear my throat and tap on the paper, “ I think I want to be a mom.” 
He looks up at me, and I continue, “ If you’re a doctor, I don’t technically need a job, money-wise, and now I could keep the house organized, run errands, and raise our family.”
He sets his phone down and thinks about it for a second before finally responding, “ Yeah, that’ll be perfect, since I’ll be working long shifts, that would work out.” 
I smile and write it down in the slot on the back and sign my name. I slide my paper over to him and simultaneously snatch his paper. I examined his signature, sloppy but still legible. Barely. I sign my name next to his, and he does the same on my paper. I set my pen down and whisper, “ We’re really doing this?” I play with my ring, watching the diamonds sparkle in the sunlight.
“ Apparently,” Nate mutters from beside me.
I stand and gather the papers, glancing at the clock, which reads 9:30 PM. “ I’m going to put these outside,” I say, holding up the papers, “ and then tomorrow, once we have your schedule, we can go shopping for your supplies for school and our apartment. As for me, I’m going to go call my family and then go to bed.”
Nate chuckles, “ Okay, well, since we’re giving our plans for the night,” He clears his throat. “I’m gonna call my Mom and Taylor—give them the play-by-play before they start blowing up my phone. Then I’ll probably unpack the rest of my stuff tomorrow so you don’t have a heart attack when you walk into the closet-”
“ Oh, I already saw.” I cut him off.
“And if I’m feeling really ambitious…” He grins, that lopsided, annoying grin. “I might even hang up my jacket. Shocking, I know.”
I roll my eyes, but the corner of my mouth twitches despite myself. “Miracles do happen.”
I walk down the hall and out the door, placing our packets into our little box. I walk back into the apartment and head down the hall and into our room. I quickly change into my matching set of pajamas, pink with little white bows on the shirt and shorts. I sit down at my vanity and decompress from the day. I wipe off my makeup and let my hair down. I crawl into bed and dial Mom’s number. She doesn’t pick up, so I assume she’s asleep. Instead, I call Lydia, who picks up on the first ring. 
She’s sitting on the couch with Jake right by her side. Her face is makeup-free, her hair is in a messy bun, and a comfy sweater. “Char!” she squeals, voice bright and a little too loud for 9:45 PM. “Oh my gosh, finally! I’ve been dying for this call. Tell me everything— What’s his name? Is he cute? Did you two kiss?”
I laugh, “ His name is Nathan Andrews. He is messy-”
Lydia squeals again, cutting me off. “Messy-hot! I love that. Like Jake, when he forgets to shave for three days. Adorable.”
Jake rolls his eyes good-naturedly. “Thanks, babe.” He leans in and gives her a quick kiss on the cheek before continuing to watch the movie.
I bite my lip. “He’s… not what I expected. He’s annoying. Like, really annoying. He left a trail of clothes from the door to the bedroom the second we got back. Shoes in the middle of the hallway, socks on the floor, jacket on the couch. I had to fold everything just so I wouldn’t trip. And earlier? In the elevator? He flicked a piece of turkey out of his teeth onto the floor. Onto the floor, Lyds.”
I hear the door open, and Nate walks in, “ Hey, Charlotte, I’m gonna change real quick.” He walks into the closet and shuts the door behind him.
“ Uh, hello! Was that Nate! I only heard his deep, manly voice.” Lydia wiggles her eyebrows at me through the phone, and I can’t help but laugh. She really is what I need after today. Nate comes out of the closet wearing gray sweatpants, and I’m pretty sure that same black shirt. I think Lydia hears the closet door because she practically yells, “ Flip the camera!” 
I do as I’m told, and Nate freezes now that the spotlight is on him. “ Oh my gosh, hi Nate! I’m Lydia! Charlotte’s older sister! You’re Cute! Right, Jake, see how cute he is!” 
Nate laughs, “ Why, thank you! It’s very nice to meet you.” His phone starts ringing, and he pulls it out of his pocket and sighs, looking back at us, “ I’m sorry, but I need to go call my Mom.”
“ Oh, of course! Go, go!” Lydia calls as I turn the camera back around to face me. Nate smiles and walks out, and I’m guessing he goes to the living room.
We chat for another half-hour or so, but eventually we say goodnight. The screen goes dark. I set my phone on the nightstand, crawl under the covers, grab a book from my nightstand, and I start on the first chapter.
I read until I hear Nate’s footsteps walking down the hallway. The door squeaks open, and Nate steps in, grinning.
“ My sister is so excited to talk to you, and my Mom as well.” Nate laughs, walking over to the bed.
“ Ha, yeah, I’ll have to talk to them tomorrow. Oh, when do you set your alarm? I was about to set mine, but I wanted to see when you usually get up?”
	He sits down on the edge of the bed, “ Oh, uhm, seven usually, but I don’t mind getting up earlier.” I smiled softly. I thought that he would fight me on the alarm. 
	“ Do you always get up early?” I ask. 
            He nods, “ Yeah. When I had that internship, I had to get up every morning at seven, so I always set my alarm to that schedule. If I don’t set an alarm, then I’ll sleep the day away.” We laugh, and I’m impressed. I never would’ve thought he would get up early. 
             “ Ok then, seven it is.” I set the clock and flick the lights off. I lay down with my back to him, processing all of today's events.
My forever starts right now. And goodness, today had quite the rough start, but maybe, just maybe, I can try to salvage this trainwreck.





Nate

	I tighten my grip on the shopping cart and groan, “ Charlotte, I don’t care what color sticky notes we get. Just pick one!” She looks back at me and rolls her eyes.
           She glances back at me over her shoulder, pink sweater sleeves pushed up to her elbows, white skirt still somehow wrinkle-free even after an hour of shopping. My own outfit feels worlds apart from hers: gray hoodie, black sweatpants, and the same sneakers I wore yesterday. I look like I rolled out of bed and wandered into a stationery store by accident.
 “Fine,” she says with an exaggerated shrug, dropping three packs of neon pink sticky notes into the cart. I stare at the growing pile in the cart—highlighters, color-coded folders, matching notebooks, and now fluorescent sticky notes. She turns and heads further down the aisle toward the pens, heels clicking softly against the tile. I push the cart after her, the wheels squeaking in protest.
“ What else do you need?” She asks, placing a pack of multi-colored pens. Her bright blue eyes were scanning the aisle of supplies. I look down at the list we found in the mailbox this morning with my schedule and supply list. 
“ I think we knocked it out. Should we head home?” I start to turn around when I hear Charlotte gasp. I look over my shoulder and see her running to the home decor aisle. I sigh, long and dramatic. “Charlotte…” She doesn’t even slow down. Of course, she doesn’t.
By the time I catch up, she’s already standing in front of a display of throw pillows, holding up a furry white one, a creamy colored one with a basket weave pattern, and finally a round white one. “These would look perfect on the couch,” she says, turning the pillows over in her hands. “They’d tie the whole living room together.”
 I stop beside her, arms crossed. “We came for med-school supplies. Not stupid decorative pillows.” She doesn’t even look at me. “We can do both. The couch is black and boring. These would add personality.” 
I raise an eyebrow. “The couch is fine. It’s neutral. Neutral is good.”
 “Neutral is sad,” she counters, hugging the pillow to her chest like it needs protection from my bad taste. “And since I’m the one who’s going to be home most of the time with my programs, this is basically my school supplies.” 
I open my mouth, then close it. She’s got me there. She must see the surrender on my face because she smiles—small, triumphant—and adds two more pillows to the growing pile in her arms. “See? Compromise.” 
I rub the back of my neck. “This is a compromise?” 
“Yes,” she says sweetly, but there’s an edge underneath it now, dropping the pillows in the cart. I notice an abandoned cart with nothing inside, so I wheel it over to her, “ Whatever fits in here, we can get. I know you’ll make a lot of trips here, but for now, let’s focus on the living room, because I want to go home at some point today. She scowls but transfers the pillows into her cart and walks down, looking at more decor. I watch her add two blankets to the pile, a pink fuzzy one and a gray and black checked one, then reach for a set of matching cream-colored candles. I open my mouth to argue, but she’s already adding a small ceramic vase to the pile. Then, she grabs a set of coasters, a lamp, and she even manages to fit a white rug through the bottom of the cart, and I feel like I made a mistake giving her free rein.
I feel my patience snap. “Charlotte.”
She pauses, hands on a set of framed prints, and gives me a look that’s equal parts sweet and dangerous. “You said whatever fits. These fit.”
I lean forward on the cart handle, voice low and tight. “If that cart gets any fuller, we’re going to need a second trip just to get it to the register. We came for school supplies, not to redecorate the entire apartment in one afternoon.
“You know, for someone who complains about my mess, you sure are creating a lot of new stuff for me to trip over.”
She turns to face me fully now, chin lifted. “You said I could get what I needed for the living room. Now you’re mad because I’m actually doing it? Also, at least my mess is cute.”
“Your mess is expensive,” I counter
She shrugs, unrepentant. “Doctor's salary, remember? You can afford it.” Since my career has been turned in, I technically have one year's salary in a fake bank account. It’s not real money, but I guess it’s so we can practice living on that budget.
We reach the end of the aisle. She pauses, scanning one last display, then looks at me. I clear my throat and turn the cart. “You done terrorizing the home decor section?”
She smiles—small, satisfied. “For today.” 

The walk home isn’t long, but having to carry all of the heavy decor, a rug, and all of the tension of our argument. We finally get home, and I notice a flyer taped to our door. I quickly open the door and put all of my bags down on the floor.
“ Did you see this? It starts in an hour and a half.” Charlotte calls, closing the door. I turn to look at her as she drops her bags next to mine.
I glance at it. “Yeah. Looks dumb. We shouldn’t go.” She stares at me, eyes narrowing. “What do you mean we shouldn’t go? I really think it’ll be fun. Snacks, hot cocoa, a movie under the stars — it sounds nice.”
I shrug and flop onto the couch. “It sounds like a waste of time. We just hauled half the store home. I want pizza and my own couch, not sitting in the cold watching some old movie with a bunch of other couples.”
Her voice rises a notch, but she tries to hide it. “It’s not a waste of time. I want to go. It’s an event for new Matches. Everyone else is going. I’m sure Mia and Cash are going.”
I drape my arm over my eyes, sighing. “Then go. I’m tired. I don’t feel like it.”
Her cheeks flush with anger. “You don’t feel like it? I thought it might be nice. Something normal. Something fun. But you don’t care about anything I like, do you? It’s always about what Nate wants. Never about what might actually make me happy for five minutes.” 
That one lands. I laugh, standing up, but there’s no humor in it. “I don’t care? Are you serious right now? I spent the entire morning at that store letting you do whatever you wanted. You dragged me through every aisle, made me carry two carts worth of pillows, candles, and fuzzy blankets, and I didn’t complain once. Not once. And now you’re saying I don’t care about what you like?” 
She throws her hands up. “Letting me? You acted like I was torturing you the whole time! You complained about every single thing I picked. You called the pillows ‘stupid.’ You said the candles were a waste of money. You made it very clear you thought the whole trip was dumb!”
I step right up to her, breathing hard. “Because it was dumb! We don’t need all that crap. The apartment was fine before. But no — everything has to be perfect and pink, and organized exactly how you want it. You’re a controlling, uptight princess who can’t handle anything being less than exactly your way!”
Her eyes flash with real hurt now, but it quickly turns to anger. “Better uptight than a lazy slob who expects me to clean up after him like I’m his maid! You left socks in the hallway again this morning. You flick food in elevators. You think ‘later’ is a valid life strategy. And now you can’t even pretend to care about something I actually want to do!”
We’re yelling now, voices echoing off the walls.
“Maid?” I shout. “You act like I’m some project you need to fix! News flash, Charlotte — I’m not broken, and I don’t need you reorganizing my life every five minutes!”
She steps even closer, fists clenched at her sides. “At least I’m trying to build something! You just want to coast through forever and leave your mess for me to deal with!”
The air crackles between us. For a second, I think she might actually slap me. Instead, she spins on her heel and storms toward the door. “You know what? Fine! Stay home and be miserable by yourself. I’m going to the movie.” She slams the door as she leaves, so hard I’m pretty sure the walls shake.
I stand there, chest heaving. “Fine!” I yell at the closed door. “Go! Have fun pretending we’re the perfect couple without me there!” The apartment goes dead silent. I drag a hand down my face, heart still pounding. She’s not nice, she’s controlling, and she’s exhausting. She’s a bossy, uptight princess who thinks she can dictate every second of my life and call it “compromise.” I sink onto the couch, staring at the pile of shopping bags still on the floor.
I can’t stand being here anymore. I shove my hands into my hoodie pockets and head out the door, the cold night air hitting my face like a slap. I’m not sitting around the apartment alone like some loser. Pizza sounds good. Simple. No arguments. Just me, a large pepperoni, and maybe a soda.
I’m halfway down the block when I hear footsteps behind me.
“Mr. Andrews?” I turn.
 A woman in a crisp Center uniform is walking briskly to catch up — navy blazer, clipboard in hand, polite smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “Yes?” I say, slowing down but not stopping. 
She falls into step beside me. “I’m Agent Reyes from the Matching Integration Office. We are doing a report about all couples. How are you and your match, Charlotte? Do you have a moment?”
I keep walking. “I’m on my way to get pizza. Can this wait?” She matches my pace easily. “ How has your first day together been going?” I sigh, eyes on the sidewalk ahead. “It’s been… fine. We went shopping. We’re figuring things out.”
Agent Reyes flips open her clipboard and starts writing. “Figuring things out. Could you be more specific? Any notable conflicts today?”
I snort, “ Which one?”
She clicks her pen and starts writing, “ Oh, are there multiple?”
“Yeah,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “We argued at the store this afternoon. She wanted to buy half the home decor section — pillows, blankets, candles, the whole works. I told her we didn’t need all that stuff and that we should just get what was on the list. She got mad and said I was being selfish and didn’t care about making the apartment feel like a home. I told her she was turning one shopping trip into a home makeover show and that she was being controlling. We went back and forth the whole time. It wasn’t a huge blow-up, but it was annoying.”
Agent Reyes nods, writing steadily. “And the other fight?”
I exhale through my nose. “That one was bigger. She found a flyer for a movie in the park tonight and wanted to go. She said it would be fun and that everyone else was going. I told her I was tired and didn’t feel like sitting in the cold, pretending we were some happy couple when we'd spent the whole day arguing. She got really upset and said I never care about anything she likes, that it’s always about what I want. I told her she was being dramatic and controlling again. She called me a lazy slob. I called her an uptight princess. We both started yelling. She slammed the front door and left. That’s why I’m out here getting pizza alone.”
Agent Reyes keeps writing, her pen moving quickly across the page. “So, two notable conflicts on your first day. One about household items and personal space, the other about participating in a suggested couple event. Would you say these arguments reflect a pattern so far?”
“ We have done nothing but argue, so I guess, yes, this is a pattern,” I mutter.
She nods again, but her expression stays neutral. “ How do you feel about Charlotte overall right now?”
I keep walking, eyes fixed on the pizza place up ahead. “She’s intense. She wants everything perfect. She folded my socks into little balls yesterday like it was a national emergency. She lectures me about crumbs. She thinks I’m a project she needs to fix.”
The agent writes something down. “And how did that make you feel?” 
“Annoyed,” I say honestly. “Like, no matter what I do, it’s never enough for her.”
Agent Reyes doesn’t let up. “Have you expressed that frustration to her directly?”
“Yeah. We yelled about it. She stormed out. Hence why I’m getting pizza alone.”
She closes her clipboard with a soft snap. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Andrews. We’ll follow up soon. Enjoy your pizza.” 
I push open the door to the pizza shop, the warm smell of garlic, cheese, and fresh dough hitting me like a hug I didn’t know I needed. The place is mostly empty — just a couple of guys at the counter and some soft music playing in the background. I order a large pepperoni with extra cheese, then lean against the wall while I wait, arms crossed tight over my chest. My hoodie still smells like the store, that mix of new plastic and Charlotte’s vanilla perfume that somehow got on everything.
The argument keeps replaying in my head on a loop. Her face when she said I didn’t care about anything she liked. The way her voice cracked on the word “fun.” The sound of doors slamming. I rub my chest, where something tight and uncomfortable is sitting.
They call my name, and I quickly pay and leave. The pizza box is warm against my hands as I step back out into the cold night air. The walk back to the apartment isn’t far, but my legs feel heavier than they should. Every step echoes the argument we just had — her voice cracking when she said I didn’t care about anything she liked, the way she slammed the door like she couldn’t stand to be in the same room with me for one more second.
I keep my head down, hood up against the wind, replaying the fight on loop. I was starting to think she was nice at the store. She smiled when she picked out those stupid pillows, looked almost excited to make the place feel like home. For half a second, I actually thought maybe we could do this without constant fighting.
I turn the corner toward our building and slow down without meaning to. The courtyard is lit up with strings of soft lights, blankets, and chairs scattered across the grass, a big projector screen glowing at one end. The movie hasn’t started yet, but people are settling in — couples huddled close, sharing cocoa, laughing quietly. I spot Mia and Cash near the front, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
My stomach twists.
Then I see her.
Charlotte is sitting alone on one of the couches near the back, knees pulled up to her chest, pink sweater sleeves tugged over her hands. She looks small under the lights, hair loose and catching the glow, blue eyes fixed on the screen even though nothing’s playing yet. She looks… lonely.
I stop walking completely, pizza box warm against my chest.
She wanted to come here because she thought it would be fun.
She wanted to do something normal together.
And I told her it was dumb and stayed home.
Guilt hits me hard, sharp, and unexpectedly. 
I stand there in the shadows at the edge of the courtyard, watching her sit by herself while everyone else is paired off and smiling. She doesn’t move. Just sits there, shoulders a little hunched, like she’s trying to make herself smaller.
I should keep walking.
I should go home, eat my pizza, and let her have her space.
But my feet don’t move.
Instead, I stand there, frozen, pizza getting colder in my hands, watching the girl I’m supposed to spend forever with sit alone in the dark because I was too stubborn to come with her.
The guilt tastes bitter.
And for the first time today, I wonder if maybe I’m the one who’s been screwing this up more than I realized. I can’t watch this anymore. I turn and rush home, the warm pizza box growing heavier with every step.





Charlotte

	Mia and Cash are a few rows ahead, already settled in. She’s leaning against his shoulder, laughing at something he whispered. They look so natural together — easy, happy. The jealousy that twists in my chest is sharp and unfair, but I can’t stop it. The screen is still dark. People are still settling in, chatting, and sharing the love seats that were set up for tonight. Every time I see another couple lean close or laugh together, the ache in my chest grows. The cold blasts of wind whip my hair around, and I consider leaving, but that would prove Nate right. I would sit with Mia, but she’s basically on a date, and I’m not about to be a third wheel.  I hug my knees tighter and stare at the empty spot on the couch beside me. He could have come.
	“Mind if I join you?”
 I look up, and my brain stops working when I see the guy who was talking to me. He’s holding two cups of hot chocolate, a bowl of popcorn, and some boxes of candy precariously stacked. He’s blond, with perfect, neatly styled hair that looks like it belongs in a magazine, spotless clothes that fit him perfectly, that show his muscular physique, and a bright, easy smile. His crystal-blue eyes catch the light and seem to sparkle. He looks like the guy I first imagined when I thought about my Match; in short, he’s very hot.
I shift over a little and move my legs, so I’m sitting normally. “Sure. It’s free.”
	He sits down, close enough that our shoulders almost brush, and hands me one of the cocoa cups. “Here. Figured you might want one. I’m Elliot.” 
“Charlotte,” I smile, taking the warm cup. “Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.” 
He smiles, eyes sparkling. “Seemed like the gentlemanly thing. Besides, you looked like you could use some company… and maybe a little sugar to sweeten the night.”
I laugh softly, surprised by how easily the sound comes out. “Sugar to sweeten the night? That’s a very smooth line.”
Elliot leans in just a fraction, grin widening. “Only the best for a girl who shows up looking like she stepped out of my dreams.”
 I feel my cheeks warm, but I tilt my head and tease back. “And you’re the guy who shows up with cocoa and compliments like it’s his job. Do you practice those lines in the mirror, or do they just come naturally?” For a moment, I worry that he might take my humor as an insult, the way Nate does.
He chuckles, low and warm. “Naturally. But I have to admit, they work better when the girl I’m talking to has eyes like yours. Makes it hard to focus on anything else.”
I sip the cocoa to hide my smile, but I can’t quite keep the flirt out of my voice. “Careful. Keep talking like that, and I might start thinking you’re trying to steal the spotlight from the movie.” Elliot’s blue eyes lock on mine, playful but sincere. “Who needs the movie when the view right here is already this good?”
I laugh again, lighter this time, the tension from earlier easing just a little. “You’re trouble, Elliot.”
“The best kind,” he says with a wink.
The wind picks up, and I shiver. Elliot notices immediately and shrugs off his black hoodie without a word, handing it to me. He's still wearing a warm-looking shirt, but I still feel bad, just still too cold to decline. It’s warm from his body and smells faintly of clean laundry and something fresh and woodsy.
“Here,” he says softly. “You look cold. I run warm anyway.”
I blink, surprised by how nice the simple gesture feels. “Thank you… You didn’t have to.”
He waves it off with a grin. “No big deal. You look beautiful in it, better than me atleast. It probably prefers you anyway. Though I have to ask — why weren’t you more prepared? It’s freezing out here. Most people brought extra layers or at least a real coat.”
“ Are you saying you don't like my outfit?” I faux gasp.
“ No, no, no! That's not what I meant at all.” He rushes. I laugh, and he slowly smiles, realizing that I was joking.
I pull his hoodie a little tighter around me. “I… wasn’t really thinking about the weather when I left. Kind of stormed out after an argument. Long story.”
“ Are you okay?” Elliot asks, “ Do I need to fight someone for you?” He punches his hand and grins. I snort.
“It’s… complicated. My match, Nate… we had a fight earlier. He thought the movie sounded dumb and didn’t want to come. I wanted to do something normal, something fun together, but he shut it down. He complains about everything I like, acts like I’m being too much or too controlling. We argue about socks, about pillows, about how he leaves stuff everywhere… it feels like nothing I want matters to him, and nothing I do is good enough.”
He listens quietly, blue eyes steady and kind. When I finish, he nods slowly.
“That sounds rough,” he says gently. “Especially on day one. You deserve to do things you enjoy without feeling like you have to fight for them. If he can’t see how much effort you put in… that’s on him, not you.”
“ I know, I'm just scared that I'll always be alone, even though I'm Matched.” I realize just how much I dumped on this poor guy, who just needed a place to sit.
Elliot gives me a small, understanding smile. “Well, you’re not alone now. We can watch the movie together. And if you want to talk more… or just sit in silence and judge the bad acting, I’m here.”
I beam up at him. “Thank you.”
I catch Mia’s eye a few rows ahead. She’s looking straight at us, eyebrows raised in a clear “what is happening?” look. I give her a tiny shrug. She mouths “later” and turns back to Cash with a knowing smile.
Elliot doesn’t seem to notice. He just offers me a bag of candy and the bowl of popcorn with another easy grin. “Popcorn? It’s the good kind — extra butter.”
I take a piece, smiling despite everything. “Thanks. You’re… surprisingly good at this whole ‘stranger comfort’ thing.”
He shrugs, playful again. “What can I say? I’m a professional blanket-sharer and cocoa-deliverer. It’s a very niche skill set.”
The screen finally flickers to life as the movie begins. The movie opens, and I munch away on the snacks he brought. I didn’t realize how close we were sitting until Elliot stretched his arm on the back of the couch, and our sides were basically touching. I curl my legs underneath me. 
The story is light and sweet, the kind with soft romance and funny side characters. I feel myself relaxing more than I expected, the warmth of the jacket and the steady presence beside me making the cold night feel less lonely. Elliot’s arm stays along the back of the blanket, not quite touching me but close enough that I’m aware of it.
At some point, my eyelids grow heavy. The long day, the argument, the walk, the emotional whiplash—it all catches up. I don’t mean to, but my head tilts sideways until it rests lightly against Elliot’s shoulder. He doesn’t move away. If anything, he shifts a little closer, his arm curving gently behind me like a silent offer of support.
I drift off somewhere in the middle of the movie, the soft glow of the screen and the murmur of the crowd fading into warmth and quiet.
When I wake up, the credits are rolling, and the courtyard is almost empty. Most people have already packed up and left, leaving just a few stragglers folding blankets and chatting. The lights are dimmer now, the air colder.
I blink, realizing my head is still on Elliot’s shoulder… and his head has tilted down, resting lightly against the top of mine. He’s fallen asleep too, breathing slow and even, one arm still loosely around the back of the blanket behind me. I sit up carefully. Elliot stirs, blinking awake with a sleepy, sheepish smile.
“Morning, sleeping beauty,” he whispers, voice gentle. “You missed the ending. The guy got the girl, probably, in case you were wondering.”
I sit up quickly, cheeks flushing. “Oh no… I fell asleep. I’m so sorry.”
He laughs quietly, shaking his head. “Don’t be, I did too. Also, you looked like you needed it. Besides, I got to be a very comfortable pillow. Win-win.”
I smooth my hair, embarrassed but oddly warm. “Still. I didn’t mean to use you as a nap spot.”
“Anytime,” he says, eyes twinkling. “Especially if it means I get to watch the stars with someone who makes even sleeping look graceful.”
I laugh softly. “You’re too smooth for your own good.”
We stand up together. The courtyard is nearly deserted now, just the quiet hum of the night and the distant sound of people heading home.
Elliot walks me toward the path, hands in his pockets. “So… rough day, but at least the night ended with good company and a nap. Silver lining?”
I nod, smiling. “Silver lining.”
He stops at the edge of the path, giving me a small, genuine smile. “If you ever need another couch-sharer or cocoa-deliverer,” he slips a piece of paper into my hand, I open it and see that it’s his phone number, “ You know where to find me.”
I laugh lightly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
We say goodnight, and I head back toward the apartment, his jacket still warm around my shoulders and the memory of easy laughter lingering longer than I expected. 

I finally make it up to my floor, and I see Mia pacing in the hallway. She locks eyes with me and wordlessly opens her apartment door and gestures for me to follow her. I hustle down the hallway and walk into her living room. The main lights are off, but the soft lighting from the lamps gives the room a warm charm.
Mia’s in the kitchen pulling things out of the cupboard, so I walk over and sit at the counter. Without turning around, she asks, “Should we beat around the bush or get right to it?”
I sigh and respond, “ What career did you two choose?” She laughs and starts assembling sandwiches, “ Cash comes from a long line of ranchers, so he plans to take some agricultural classes, to hopefully take over his father's ranch. You know how I’ve wanted to teach kids for a while, so I’m going into education for preschoolers. What about you?”
I hesitate, “ Nate wants to be a doctor, and I chose the motherhood career path. I’m pretty excited because the classes are online, so I can do things all day.”
Mia finishes the sandwiches and slides me mine, a bag of chips, and a soda. She opens her mouth to say something, but I quickly cut her off, “ How’s Cash?”
She rolls her eyes, but her smile says it all, “ Cash is… well, he’s everything I didn’t know I needed. But enough about my perfect cowboy. Spill. Who was that blond you were cuddled up with under the stars? Because from where I was sitting, it looked a lot cozier than ‘just sharing a couch.’”
Heat rushes to my cheeks. I focus on unfolding the chip bag with unnecessary precision, lining up the edges just so. “His name is Elliot. He saw me sitting alone and… brought cocoa. And popcorn. And compliments. Honestly, he was just being nice.”
Mia raises one perfectly arched brow, the same look she’s given me since we were six and I tried to lie about sneaking extra cookies. “Nice? Char, you fell asleep on his shoulder. His arm was basically around you by the end. And you let him put his hoodie on you. I’ve seen you reorganize an entire pantry because one can was facing the wrong way, but you wore a stranger’s hoodie without sanitizing it first?”
I groan and drop my forehead to the cool countertop for a second, the pink sleeves of my sweater bunching around my wrists. “It was cold. And he was… easy. No arguing about pillows or sticky notes or how I apparently ‘control everything.’ He listened. He made me laugh. For two whole hours, I didn’t feel like I was failing at being someone’s Match on day one.”
Mia slides onto the stool beside me, nudging my knee with hers. “Okay, but… Nate?”
The name alone makes my stomach twist. I sit up, picking at the crust of my sandwich even though I’m not hungry anymore. “Nate stayed home. Said the whole thing sounded dumb. We had this massive fight about the movie, about the shopping trip, about socks—again. He called me a controlling princess. I called him a lazy slob. Then I slammed the door and left.” My voice cracks on the last word, and I hate it. I clear my throat, forcing my tone back to something lighter, more organized. “So yeah. Elliot was… a breather. Nothing more.”
Mia studies me for a long moment, chewing thoughtfully. “A breather that looked like he stepped out of a cologne ad and knew exactly how to use those crystal-blue eyes. Just be careful, Char. We’re Matched for a reason. Genetics don’t lie. But… if Nate keeps making you feel this small, maybe you should tell him how tonight actually went. The real version, not the ‘I sat alone and sulked’ version.”
I nod, but the thought of walking back into our apartment and facing Nate right now makes my chest tighten. Instead, I reach for my soda, twisting the cap with a satisfying click. “I will. tomorrow. Tonight I just want to finish this sandwich, hear more about how Cash apparently already talked about kids and ranch finances like it’s the most natural thing in the world, and maybe… text Elliot a quick thank-you for the cocoa. As friends. Obviously.”
Mia smirks, but there’s a flicker of worry in her eyes; she tries to hide behind another bite of sandwich. “Obviously.”
I pull out my phone under the counter, thumbs flying before I can overthink it. 

Charlotte: I had an amazing time tonight! Sorry for dumping all that stuff on you, though.
 
I hit send before Mia can see, then lock the screen and slide the phone away like it’s no big deal. Just polite. Just friendly. But when it buzzes almost immediately with a reply, I can’t stop the tiny, traitorous smile that tugs at my lips. I look over at the oven clock, and have a tidal wave of drowsy wash over me.
“ Mia, I have to go, but I’m glad we talked.” I stand and hug Mia
“ Ok, but we need to get together soon!” Mia tells me as she guides me to the door. We say good night and suddenly I’m in the hall by myself. I look both ways before pulling my phone out to read Elliot's text.

Elliot: I’m glad I could help. I’m just glad you haven’t forgotten about me already. Sweet dreams Gorgeous.

	I bite my lip and smile, slipping my phone in my pocket. I take a deep breath and open my apartment door. 
           All of the lights are on, I silently slide my shoes off and put them neatly by the door. I walk down the hall and spot Nate passed out on the couch, pizza box on his chest, with about half a pizza left. He also left the TV on the sports channel. I switch the TV off and package the pizza. I glance around and notice that all of the things we bought still aren't set up, I sigh and decide to leave that for tomorrow. The other bag with Nate's school supplies also remains untouched. I grab his black backpack and put in all of his binders, notebooks, textbooks, and pens inside. I plug in his laptop and put his bag next to it, so he remembers it in the morning.
          I quickly change into my pajamas. I settle into bed and turn out the lights. I stare up at the ceiling and wait for sleep to come, but it doesn't seem eager. I think about Nate and I fighting. Maybe I need to calm down, or let things go but something about him makes me stand my ground even if I know I'm wrong. I can't help but compare him to Elliot, and the ease I had with him tonight. You know what, I'm going to try my hardest tomorrow to get along with Nate. You never know what a new day brings!





Nate

	“ Nate! Get up!” 
	I feel someone shaking me. I groan and look up to see Charlotte standing over me. I sit up and rub my eyes, “ Did I fall asleep on the couch?”
	She laughs, “ Well, you were passed out with pizza when I got home last night, so, yes, I assume you fell asleep on the couch.” She starts to walk away before spinning on her heels, “Oh, I packed your bag and made you breakfast.”
	I stand, stretching my arms as I walk over to the kitchen. Laid out on the counter is a plate with scrambled eggs, toast, and apple slices.
	“ Thanks,” I mumble as I munch on the fruit. Charlotte comes around the kitchen island and leans on the counter, facing me.
	She drums her fingers on the counter and bites her lip, “ So, last night–”
	“ I’m excited for my classes today!” I cut her off. I plan to completely ignore last night and just forget about it. She rolls her eyes and sighs, “ Your bag is over there, and your laptop is charging right next to it as well. I would also recommend changing into something a little…nicer.” 
I look down at my gray hoodie and sweatpants from yesterday. There’s a faint pepperoni grease spot on the sleeve. Fair point. “Yeah, yeah, Princess. Wouldn’t want to show up looking like I rolled out of bed.” I flash her a quick grin, mostly to watch her eye twitch at the nickname. “Even though I technically did.”
I rinse my plate—because I’m not completely hopeless—and head to the bedroom. I yank on a navy button-down, dark jeans, and the one pair of decent sneakers I own. I even run a hand through my hair so it looks intentional instead of chaotic. Good enough.
When I come back out, Charlotte’s already unpacking and straightening the throw pillows on the couch.  She glances over and gives a small nod of approval, like I passed some secret girly inspection. “Better,” she says.
“Don’t sound so shocked.” I grab the bag she packed—everything color-coded, of course—and sling it over my shoulder. “See you later. Try not to reorganize the entire apartment while I’m gone.”
She crosses her arms, but there’s the tiniest twitch at the corner of her mouth. “Try not to leave crumbs in the elevator.”
I laugh under my breath and head for the door before either of us can drag last night back into the conversation. The hallway smells like fresh coffee and new beginnings, or maybe that’s just the vanilla scent she leaves everywhere. Either way, I jog down the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator. First day of real classes. Doctor Nate Andrews has a nice ring to it.
The crisp morning air hits me as I step outside, and for a second, I just stand there, bag on my shoulder, watching other new Matches head toward the academic buildings. Some are holding hands. Some are laughing. I adjust my bag and keep walking. Alone. But at least I’ve got breakfast in my stomach, a packed bag that somehow smells like Charlotte’s vanilla perfume, and a full day of lectures ahead of me.
I’m halfway across the courtyard, still trying to shake off the leftover awkwardness from breakfast, when I hear boots scuffing the pavement behind me.
I turn and grin despite myself. Cash is jogging over, one hand holding the strap of his bag, the other tipping his cowboy hat back just enough to show that easy, trouble-free smile of his. He’s already in a crisp flannel shirt rolled to his elbows, jeans, and boots that somehow still look clean even though he probably walked the same path I did. Gentleman through and through.
“Morning, cowboy,” I say, slowing down so he can fall into step beside me. “You look way too awake for someone who was probably cuddling with Mia half the night.”
Cash chuckles, low and warm. “Guilty. Though we mostly just talked. Girl’s got big dreams about teaching little ones. Spent half the evening listening to her plan out her future classroom like it was the most important thing in the world.” He glances sideways at me, eyes twinkling. “How ‘bout you? You and Charlotte got that apartment all fixed up yesterday?”
I groan and rub the back of my neck. “Don’t even get me started. We went for school supplies and came back with half the home decor section. Pillows, blankets, candles, a rug… I tried to put my foot down, but she gave me that look. You know the one. Sweet on the outside, pure danger on the inside.”
Cash laughs, the sound rolling out easy like everything else about him. “Sounds about right. Mia told me Charlotte’s been planning her dream apartment since she was twelve. Reckon you’re fighting a losing battle there, partner.”
“Tell me about it.” I kick a stray pebble down the path. “Then she wanted to go to that movie-in-the-park thing last night, and I… kinda bailed on her. We had a blow-up. She stormed off, I got pizza, and next thing I know I’m waking up on the couch with cold pepperoni stuck to my sleeve and Charlotte standing over me like a disappointed fairy godmother.”
Cash winces, but there’s sympathy in it. “Oof. First full day and you’re already in the doghouse?”
“Feels like I built the doghouse and painted it the wrong color.” I sigh, shifting my bag higher on my shoulder. “She even packed my bag and made me breakfast this morning. Scrambled eggs with perfect little apple fans on the side. I don’t know whether to thank her or hide under the couch.”
“Tell you what, though… it ain’t all sunshine and rainbows over at our place either.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Really? You two looked pretty darn perfect yesterday. Mia’s head on your shoulder, you playing the perfect gentleman. Made the rest of us look bad.”
Cash grins, but there’s a sheepish tilt to it. “We got our moments. Don’t get me wrong—Mia’s amazing. Sweet as peach pie and sharp as a tack. But that girl is a talker. I mean a real talker. Last night after the movie, we got home, and I’m ready to kick my boots off and relax. Instead, she wants to stay up till midnight analyzing every single scene, every character’s motivation, what the ending really meant.” He laughs softly. “I nodded along for a solid hour.”
I snort. “Ouch.”
“And this morning she’s already planning our whole weekend, I see why she and Charlotte are friends,—group brunch with you and Charlotte, a walk through the gardens, maybe some campus event. I just wanted to sleep in a little and maybe take a quiet ride on one of the practice horses they got here. She looked at me like I suggested canceling Christmas.” Cash shrugs one broad shoulder. “She’s full of energy, always wants to be doing something together, which I’m on board with. I’m more the sit-on-the-porch-with-a-coffee type. We’re already bumping heads a little on how fast or slow we move.”
He glances over at me, eyes steady and kind in that gentlemanly way of his.
“Everyone’s got their small stuff, Nate. Don’t think you and Charlotte are the only ones waking up to arguments and hurt feelings. Science matched us all, but it didn’t make us instant soulmates who never annoy each other. Takes work. Real work.”
Cash claps me on the back again, warm and solid. “ Start with thank you. Then maybe tell her you’ll go to one of her planned things without complaining. Baby steps, partner.”
We reach the split in the walkway. Cash tips his hat, that easy smile back in place. “I’ll catch you later. Try not to start any new wars before lunch.”
I laugh and continue down the pathway. I spot the big glass doors of the science complex up ahead and pick up my pace. Inside, the hallway smells like fresh paper and coffee. Students are already filing into lecture halls, some looking just as lost as I feel. I checked the neatly printed schedule Charlotte slipped into my bag, of course she did, and found the right room for my first class: Intro to Anatomy.
 I square my shoulders and walk into the lecture hall, ready to dive into whatever med school throws at me today. The lecture hall is packed, and a stern teaching assistant stands at the front with a clipboard. “Seats are assigned by student ID,” she announces. “Find your name on the row markers and sit there. No switching.”
I mutter under my breath and scan the rows until I spot my name taped to the back of a chair near the middle. I slide into the assigned seat, dropping my bag between my feet.
The girl already sitting to my right turns her head, and I nearly forget how to breathe.
She’s gorgeous—long, silky blonde hair that catches the light, bright green eyes, and a soft smile that looks like it belongs in one of those fancy perfume ads. She’s dressed simply but perfectly: cream sweater, jeans, and a delicate gold necklace.
“Hi,” she says, voice warm and friendly. “Looks like we’re neighbors for the semester. I’m Emma.”
“Nate,” I reply, offering a quick grin as I pull out my blue folder. “Assigned seating on day one. They’re really committing to this, huh?”
Emma laughs softly, the sound light and easy. “Tell me about it. At least the view from this row isn’t bad.”
The professor walks in and dims the lights. For the next hour, I actually manage to focus on the lecture—bones, muscles, all the stuff I’m supposed to be excited about. But every time I glance sideways at the gorgeous blonde beside me, I feel a strange little twist in my chest.


The professor wraps up the lecture with a stack of syllabus pages and a warning about tomorrow’s reading. The room fills with the rustle of notebooks closing and chairs scraping. I stretch my arms overhead, surprised I actually stayed awake the whole time.
Emily turns toward me, tucking a strand of that shiny blonde hair behind her ear. “Well, we survived round one.”
I laugh and tap my own notebook, “ I wrote down quite a few things, but she said a lot of information, so I could only write so much.”
She smiles, bright and easy, and leans her chin on her hand. “I don’t know about you, but I did take actual notes. Want to compare? I can send you pictures so you don’t drown in the first week.”
“Seriously? That’d be huge.”  We exchanged numbers,“ My brain is still catching up to the fact that this is real med school and not just me playing dress-up in a white coat.”
Emily laughs again, softer this time. “Same. I keep waiting for someone to realize I’m faking it and kick me out. What made you pick medicine anyway?”
I shrug, spinning my pen between my fingers. “Always liked figuring out how things work. Plus, the idea of actually helping people when they’re at their worst… feels pretty cool. What about you?”
“Pretty much the same,” she says, her green eyes lighting up. “My grandpa was a doctor. Used to watch him come home exhausted but happy, as he’d actually made a difference that day. I guess it stuck with me.”
We keep talking as the lecture hall empties around us. She’s funny in a quiet, quick-witted way—nothing like the constant sparkle-and-pink whirlwind waiting back at the apartment. For a few minutes, it’s nice just chatting without anyone correcting my posture or reminding me not to flick crumbs.
Eventually, she checks her phone and sighs. “I’ve got a break before my next class. Want to grab lunch? My treat.”
I hesitate half a second, then grin. “Yeah, but only if I can pay.”
We stand up together and head out of the hall, still talking about the ridiculous amount of reading on the syllabus and how early these classes start. Emma’s laugh comes easy, and for the first time today, the knot in my chest loosens a little more. 
We stepped out of the lecture hall into the bright afternoon sun and headed straight for the café. The moment we walked in, the smell of fresh bread and toasted sandwiches hit me, and my stomach reminded me I’d only had Charlotte’s perfect little apple slices for breakfast.
Emma scanned the menu with a big, bright grin and bumped my shoulder lightly with hers. “Okay, I’m starving. I’m going with the tuna melt—they say it’s ridiculous here. What are you feeling, future doctor?”
“Club sandwich, extra bacon,” I said, laughing. “Gotta keep my energy up for all the ‘arm stuff’ I apparently missed.”
She threw her head back and laughed, loud and unapologetic, drawing a couple of amused glances from the next table. “Arm stuff! I love that. I’m stealing it. From now on, every time the professor says brachial plexus, I’m just going to whisper ‘arm stuff’ and watch you try not to crack up.”
We ordered, grabbed our trays, and found a sunny table by the window. Emma dropped into her chair and immediately unwrapped her tuna melt. She took a huge bite, then pointed at me with the sandwich still in her hand.
“Okay, real talk,” she said around the bite, eyes sparkling with mischief. “On a scale of one to ‘I’m going to drop out by Wednesday,’ how lost did you feel during that lecture? Because I feel confident in my ability as of right now, like I'm pretty sure I understand."
I snorted, taking a big bite of my club sandwich. “Solid eight-point-five. I wrote down three whole sentences and then gave up and started doodling tiny skeletons in the margin, but same. I think my internship helped me know some of this stuff already.”
Emma nearly choked on her lemonade from laughing. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, still grinning. “Tiny skeletons? That’s gold. Next lecture I’m sitting next to you just so I can collect your artwork. We can start a secret gallery—‘Med School Dropout Doodles.’ I’ll be the curator. I’ll even give your stick figures fancy titles like ‘Anxious Humerus’ and ‘Depressed Clavicle.’”
“You’re ridiculous,” I said, shaking my head, but I couldn’t stop smiling. 
“What can I say? Fake it till you make it.” She leaned forward, elbows on the table, green eyes dancing. “Besides, if I’m going to survive this year, I need at least one person in class who won’t judge me when I whisper ‘arm stuff’ like a maniac. You’re officially nominated. Congratulations, you’ve won the grand prize: my terrible jokes and unlimited note-sharing.”
I laughed again, the sound coming out easier than it had all day. “Lucky me. Though I have to admit, your terrible jokes are better than half the lectures so far.”
Emma winked, taking another enthusiastic bite of her tuna melt. “See? We’re already crushing this friendship thing. By next week we’ll be the campus legends— the girl who laughs too loud and the guy who draws sad bones. They’ll write songs about us.”
We kept eating and talking, her energy filling the whole table. She told a hilarious story about the time her grandpa made her practice bandaging on the family dog, and I told her about the time I accidentally knocked over an entire tray of instruments during my hospital internship. Every time she laughed, it was big and real, no polite little giggles, just full, bright laughter that made the knot in my chest loosen even more.
When our sandwiches were almost gone, Emma finally pulled her notebook out of her bag and flipped it open with a dramatic sigh. “Alright, alright—fun time is over. We should probably pretend to be responsible med students for five minutes before our next classes start. Want to tackle the brachial plexus together? I’ll translate my notes into normal human language if you promise not to judge my chicken-scratch diagrams.”
I scooted my chair closer so we could both see the page, our shoulders brushing. “Deal with the chicken-scratch. As long as you keep the jokes coming, I’m in.”
She turns to face me and we're so close I can almost feel her breath. Her eyes darted down to my lips and her face went pink, making her even prettier. I look at her eyes, but slowly my eyes drift down to her lips, parted and a soft pink. Her hair framing her face, part of it is covering her face. I tuck it behind her ear gently, electricity pulsing anywhere our skin touches. We have a moment and we both slightly lean in, my head scrambling with the thought of kissing this gorgeous girl in front of me. I almost do it, when a loud crash of trays falling on the ground rebounds around the room. We both jumped back, scared and laughing. 
She grins, wide and infectious, and pointed at the first line. “Let’s do this, partner. Arm stuff awaits.”
We leaned in over the notebook together, the easy banter still humming between us while the afternoon light streamed through the window. This felt… good. Simple. Just two classmates finishing lunch and finally cracking open the books. I look over at Emma and grin, she has such a different energy than anyone so far, and it makes me feel happy, like a true happy. Unlike anything I’ve felt recently. My heart starts beating fast,  and my stomach flips when I catch her looking at me.
This is fine. Just two classmates talking. Nothing complicated. Right?





Charlotte

	I fill up my water bottle and grab my computer so I can finally start on my coursework. The first thing I start on is my human development course, so I can learn about babies' development, I guess, so I know what’s normal and what’s concerning. 
	I’ve changed into leggings and a baggy mauve long-sleeve shirt. I throw my hair in a messy bun and start working. It’s a lot of long articles and quizzes at the ends of chapters, but it’s actually quite intriguing. I end up working for an hour or two when I hear a knock at the door. I shut my computer I walk over to the door barefoot. I swing the door open, and sitting on the ground before me is a bouquet of small, planted blue flowers in a white ceramic pot. I pick them up and examine them closer, realizing they’re forget-me-nots. I smile as I bring them inside, setting them on the counter. A white note flops out of the arrangement, piquing my interest. I unfold it and read it, my grin widening with every word.
	I run back to my room to change. I put on a pair of hot pink shorts and a black t-shirt. My hair stays in a messy bun, and I slide on a pair of sneakers. I grab my bag and rush out the door. I jog across the Center over to the gymnasium. Everyone is invited to use it, but not many people actually do. I step inside, the cool air carrying the faint scent of rubber mats and fresh cleaning spray. At the check-in counter, I sign my name and scan the open space. Sure enough, there he is.
	He turns around and grins, “ Charlotte! I’m glad you didn’t, well, forget me.” He laughs at his own joke, but I can’t help but join. His laugh lights up his already handsome face. His tight black shirt fits him perfectly, and his gray shorts give him an understated, handsome vibe. 
	“ Is that your sly way of mentioning the flowers, which thank you, by the way. They were gorgeous.” I shyly say, walking over to him.
	“ Well, they had to match the receiver, I’m just sorry they didn’t have any pink ones.” 
	I laugh at this, his blue eyes looking into mine, making my heart flutter. We walk over to the side-by-side treadmills. We pick up the pace into a light jog. My cheeks warm from both the run and his grin.
	“You’re handling that treadmill like a pro. Most people look miserable by now.” He observes.
“Only because I’m picturing chasing after future toddlers,” I shoot back. “Keeps me motivated. What about you? What track did you pick?”
“Engineering,” he answers, increasing his speed a notch. “Building things, fixing problems, although maybe I should be a trainer, with this body anyway.” He flexes his impressive biceps in funny model poses.
I laugh, nearly missing a step. “Very subtle, Elliot. Ten out of ten for effort.”
After ten minutes, we slow to a cool-down walk, then move to the weight area. Elliot hands me a pair of light dumbbells.
“Start with these,” he says, positioning himself beside me. “Bicep curls—twelve reps. I’ll spot you,” I begin the set, focusing on form. He watches with an encouraging smile.
“Look at you,” he teases. “Strong and graceful. I’m impressed… and a little intimidated.”
“Intimidated?” I grin between reps. “By a girl in hot pink shorts doing baby weights?”
“Terrified,” he says dramatically, clutching his chest. “Especially because you make it look cute. Most people just grunt and sweat.”
I finish the set and hand him the weights, laughing. “Your turn! Let’s see those engineering arms in action, or are they only for show?”
He picks up heavier dumbbells and starts his curls, muscles flexing smoothly. I pretend to inspect his form.
“Very nice technique,” I say, tapping my chin. “Though your posture could use a tiny bit of correction—shoulders back a touch.”
He straightens immediately, grinning. “Yes, ma’am. Anything else?”
We move through a full circuit—dumbbell rows, shoulder presses, and a few silly plank competitions where he dramatically collapses first, claiming my determination was too powerful. Between sets, we banter lightly, catching our breath.
“You’re surprisingly competitive for someone so put-together,” he says, wiping his forehead with the bottom of his shirt.
“And you’re surprisingly good at making a workout feel like a comedy show,” I reply, stretching my arms overhead. “I haven’t laughed this much since… well, maybe ever in a gym.”
We finish with cooldown stretches on the mats. Elliot sits across from me, mirroring my butterfly stretch.
“Same time tomorrow?” he asks, blue eyes hopeful.
I bite my lip, smiling. “I’d like that. Thanks again for the flowers… and for making today feel lighter.”
“Anytime, Charlotte.” He says, I brush a stray hair from my face. I head back toward the apartment, feeling brighter than I have in days. The gym session left my muscles nicely tired and my smile firmly in place. Elliot really does know how to turn an ordinary workout into something fun.
I come home and stumble through the door. I flop onto the couch face-first and lie there. I feel sweaty and gross, but I don't want to go shower. I eventually drag myself into our room and rinse off. I finish and change into my outfit from this morning. 
I sip my water as I walk down the hallway and into the kitchen. I open the fridge and look at all of the options. I shopped earlier this morning, but I suddenly don’t want anything in there. I shut the fridge door, and suddenly I hear a knock at the door. I walk over and swing the door open. Mia’s standing there, beaming. Her hair is half up and is a mess of beach waves. She’s wearing a tight long-sleeve white shirt and overalls embroidered with little daisies sporadically.
“ I thought I heard you come home!” She exclaims, hugging me
I laugh, “Why aren’t you in class?”
“ I had some classes in person and also online. I went to the ones here this morning, and I was just about to start the online portions.” She explains, “ We should go to lunch!”
“Why not?” I shrugged with a smile, already slipping on my comfortable white flats. “I could use something yummy after today. The Center’s café has those really good sandwiches, right?”
“Yes! The turkey and avocado one with the special herb mayo is calling my name,” Mia said, linking her arm through mine as we headed down the hallway together. Our steps matched perfectly, just like they always had since we were little girls skipping down the sidewalk.
We reached the café and stepped inside, the warm smell of fresh bread and coffee wrapping around us like a cozy hug. We ordered our sandwiches—turkey and avocado for Mia, a classic ham and cheese with extra pickles for me—plus two sparkling lemonades, and turned to find a table. That’s when I saw them.
Nate was sitting at a small table near the window, laughing easily with a girl I had never seen before. She had long, silky blonde hair that caught the light, bright green eyes, and a soft cream sweater that looked effortlessly perfect. They were leaning in slightly, comparing notebooks, and Nate’s usual chaotic grin was relaxed in a way I rarely saw with me. My stomach did a funny little twist.
I stopped so suddenly that Mia nearly bumped into me. “Mia,” I whispered, keeping my voice light but urgent, “that’s Nate over there… with some girl I don’t know. I can’t just walk up like it’s nothing. Could you… Go over and say hi? Just casually see what’s going on? I’ll wait right here by the counter.”
Mia’s eyes widened, but she gave me a quick, understanding nod. “On it. Best-friend spy mode activated.” She flashed me a quick smile and headed toward their table, her daisy overalls swaying cheerfully.
I stood there pretending to check the menu board again, my heart beating a little faster than I wanted to admit. Nate and I were matched—supposed to be figuring this out together—and here he was having an easy lunch with some stranger on the very first day of classes. I fiddled with the strap of my purse, trying to look casual while a hot spark of annoyance flickered in my chest.
“Charlotte?”
I turned, and there was Elliot, his crystal-blue eyes sparkling with that same easy warmth from last night. His blond hair was neatly styled, and he carried a tray with a sandwich and a drink. He looked genuinely pleased to see me. My heart does some black flips, and butterflies are released in my stomach. 
“Hey,” he said, his smile bright and sincere. “Fancy running into you here. You look beautiful, by the way—that pink sweater suits you perfectly. How’s your day been so far? I mean, since I just saw you at the gym.”
I couldn’t help but smile back, though the knot in my chest tightened. “Hi, Elliot. My day’s been… busy with classes. Motherhood program stuff. Lots of reading about routines and kids' development. How about yours?”
Before he could answer, I felt eyes on us. I glanced over and saw Nate looking straight in our direction. His easy laugh had faded, and he was staring at Elliot and me standing close together by the counter. The blonde girl turned too, her green eyes curious. Mia was still chatting with them, but Nate’s gaze locked on mine, something sharp and annoyed flashing across his face.
Elliot followed my glance and gave a small, friendly wave toward their table. “Oh, do you know them?
I swallowed, keeping my voice steady and sweet, but inside I was fuming. “Yes… small world.” My fingers tightened on my lemonade as Nate and I stood there, separated by the café but suddenly very aware of each other—me next to Elliot’s warm, flirty smile, and him next to that unknown girl’s easy laugh and shared notes.
Nate’s jaw tightened visibly. He said something short to Mia, then pushed his chair back and stood, eyes narrowing as he looked between Elliot and me. I felt my own cheeks flush with anger. How dare he sit there looking cozy with some random girl after the way he acted last night, and then glare at me like I was the one doing something wrong?
Elliot noticed the tension and leaned in a little closer, his voice light. “Everything okay?”
I forced a polite smile, but my gaze stayed on Nate. “I’m not sure. But it looks like someone isn’t happy about me talking to a friend.”
Across the room, Nate crossed his arms, his usual chaotic grin nowhere in sight. The spark between us crackled with frustration—two matched people, both clearly irritated. The blonde packs up her notebooks and then shoves his books in his bag as well, and I swear if she messes up my bag system, I will, uh, man, I don’t have a good threat. She says something to Mia and tugs on Nate's arm until he breaks eye contact with me, too look at her. His face immediately softens, and he smiles a smile I’ve never seen before. She says something, and they wave to Mia and just walk out of the building. I look down at my phone, and when I see the time, I know where he’s going. His next class, medical biochemistry, starts in ten minutes. I guess if she’s doing the general practice doctor pathway, they will share all of their classes. I completely forget that Elliot is standing next to me until he speaks.
Elliot gave me a quick, understanding smile. “ My friends are waiting over there.” He nodded toward a table near the back, where a couple of guys were waving him over. “It was really nice running into you again, Charlotte. Don’t be a stranger.” With one last warm wink, he picked up his tray and walked off to join them.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and turned just as Mia hurried back to me, her daisy overalls swishing. She grabbed my arm gently and steered us toward a small empty table by the window, away from everyone else.
“Okay, spill,” I whispered the second we sat down, leaning in close. “What did they say? Who even is that girl?”
Mia set her sandwich down and lowered her voice, her blue eyes full of sympathy mixed with a hint of worry. “Her name is Emma. She’s in Nate’s Intro to Anatomy class—assigned seating right next to him. They said they were just studying together, comparing notes from the lecture because it was a lot to take in on the first day.” 
I poked at my ham and cheese sandwich, my appetite fading fast. “Just studying? That’s it?”
Mia hesitated, then shook her head slowly. “That’s what they said… but I don’t know, Char. It didn’t feel like just studying. They were laughing a lot, leaning in close over the notebooks, and it seemed way too comfortable for two people who had only met this morning. Emma was smiling at him the whole time, and Nate looked more relaxed than I’ve seen him with you. I’m skeptical. I think there might be more going on than they’re letting on.” 
My cheeks burned hot with anger. I set my lemonade down a little harder than I meant to, the cup making a sharp click against the table. “Of course there is. He barely speaks two civil words to me without calling me Princess or complaining about everything I do, but with some random girl, he’s all smiles and relaxed? After he ditched me at the movie last night and left me sitting there alone in the cold?” 
Mia nodded, biting her lip. “He did get really quiet when he noticed you with Elliot. His whole face changed. I think he was jealous… but that doesn’t make it okay for him to act like this on day one. You deserve better than crumbs in the elevator and secret lunch ‘study sessions’ that don’t look like studying.” 
I stared out the window, watching students walk across the courtyard. My chest felt tight with anger and hurt, all mixed together. “I’m so annoyed with him right now. He storms out on our plans, leaves socks everywhere, flicks crumbs like it’s no big deal, and then has the nerve to get comfortable with some girl while I’m over here trying to build something real. If he wants easy and fun, maybe he should have been matched with her instead.”
Mia gave my hand another supportive squeeze, then added softly, “And not to play devil's advocate but… You know, it’s kind of the same thing you did with Elliot last night. You two ended up at the movie together, then you mentioned you went to the gym with him, too, right? Sitting close, sharing snacks, falling asleep on his shoulder… it looked pretty cozy from where I was sitting. I’m not saying it’s the exact same, but Nate probably felt a little stung when he saw you laughing with Elliot just now.”
 I blinked, the heat in my cheeks shifting for a second. “That was different. Elliot was just being nice because I was sitting there alone after Nate bailed on me. We were talking, that’s all. And the gym thing was… friendly. Nothing more.” Even as I said it, I felt a tiny flicker of guilt twist with the anger. “But still… Nate has no right to be mad at me when he’s doing the exact same thing—maybe worse—with some girl he just met in class.”
Mia nodded slowly. “Okay, sure. You’re right. It’s not the same. You were hurt and alone, and Elliot was kind. Nate chose to skip the movie and then had a whole lunch ‘study session’ that looked way too friendly. You’re allowed to be mad at him. Just… maybe keep that in mind when you talk to him later? So it doesn’t turn into another big blow-up.”
We sat there finishing our lunch, the café chatter buzzing around us. My thoughts kept drifting back to Nate walking out with that girl—Emma—and the way his face had tightened when he saw me with Elliot. Right now, I was definitely mad at him. Very mad.
For now, I’d go home, straighten everything until it was flawless, and wait to see what kind of explanation—or more crumbs—he brought home with him tonight.
I came home and stumbled through the door, still fuming. I flopped onto the couch face-first and lay there for a minute, the soft cushions muffling my sigh. Eventually I dragged myself up and I start tidying the living room—fluffing the throw pillows, straightening the new cream candles, and making sure every blanket was perfectly folded—when my phone rang.
I glanced at the screen and my heart lifted instantly. It was Lydia.
I answered with a bright smile already forming. “Lyds! Hi!”
“Char! Oh my gosh, finally!” Lydia’s voice burst through the speaker, warm and bubbling with excitement. “I’ve been dying to call you all day. How are you? Tell me everything!”
I laughed softly, sinking onto the couch with the phone pressed to my ear. “I’m… okay. Classes started today. Motherhood program stuff—lots of reading about baby development. It’s actually really interesting. How are you and Jake?”
There was a tiny pause, then Lydia squealed so loudly I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “Char… I’m pregnant!”
The words hit me like a burst of pink confetti. I sat straight up, eyes wide. “What?! Lydia! Oh my goodness, really?!”
“Really!” she cried, laughing and crying at the same time. “We just found out this morning. I took three tests because I couldn’t believe it. Jake’s been grinning like an idiot all day. We’re having a baby, Char! You’re going to be an aunt!”
Tears pricked my eyes as pure joy flooded through me. “Lydia, I’m so happy for you! This is the best news ever. You’re going to be the most wonderful mom. I can already picture the nursery—soft pastels, tiny bows, everything perfectly organized. Oh, I’m going to spoil this little one so much!”
We both laughed and talked over each other for a few minutes, giddy and teary. Lydia told me how Jake had immediately started planning a crib and how her morning sickness had already kicked in. I promised to send her every cute baby outfit idea I found and swore I’d come visit the second I could.
After a while, Lydia’s voice softened with curiosity. “Enough about me—how are things with Nate? You two getting along better? Tell me the truth. Is he being sweet to my little sister?”
My stomach dropped. The warm glow from her news dimmed as memories of the café flashed through my mind—Nate laughing with Emma, the glare he gave me when he saw Elliot. I swallowed hard and forced my voice to stay light and cheerful, the same sweet tone I used when everything was supposed to be perfect.
“Oh, it’s… it’s going really well,” I lied, twisting the edge of a throw pillow between my fingers. “He’s actually been really thoughtful. He thanked me for packing his bag and making breakfast this morning. We’re still figuring each other out, but… I’m happy, Lyds. Really happy. He makes me laugh sometimes, and we’re both trying. It’s only day one—well, day two now—but I think it’s going to be good.”
Lydia let out a happy sigh. “I knew it! See? The matching knows what it’s doing. I’m so relieved. You deserve someone who sees how amazing you are.”
I smiled even though she couldn’t see it, the lie sitting heavy in my chest. “Thanks, Lyds. I’m really excited for you and the baby. Call me the second you have any updates, okay? I love you.”
“I love you more. Talk soon!”
I hung up and stared at the phone for a long moment, the apartment suddenly feeling too quiet. The perfectly fluffed pillows and neatly arranged candles stared back at me. I stood up slowly and straightened one more blanket, my movements careful and precise.
Nate would be home soon. And when he walked through that door, I still wasn’t sure whether I wanted to talk to him… or just keep organizing until everything looked flawless on the outside, even if nothing felt right on the inside.




Nate




I shoved the door to the science complex open harder than necessary, the cool hallway air hitting my face as it might actually calm me down. It didn’t. My jaw was still locked tight from the café, and every time I blinked, I saw it again—Charlotte standing way too close to that blond guy, smiling up at him like he’d hung the moon and painted it pink just for her. My stomach twisted harder than it had any right to on day two.
Emma walked beside me, her notebook tucked under one arm, her cream sweater still looking annoyingly perfect. She glanced sideways at me, green eyes sharp with curiosity.
“Okay, spill,” she said, voice low but edged. “Who was that girl staring daggers at us? And who was the guy next to her giving you the death glare right back?”
I let out a short, bitter laugh and ran a hand through my hair, messing it up on purpose. “That girl? That was Charlotte. My Match. The one the fancy genetics program swore was perfect for me.”
Emma’s steps faltered for half a second before she caught up again. Her brows shot up. “Wait—your Match? The one you’re supposed to be building a whole future with? She looked like she wanted to reorganize my entire life just for standing next to you.”
“Yeah, well, welcome to my nightmare,” I muttered, shoulders tight. “Princess Charlotte. Everything has to be color-coded, folded into perfect little balls, and zero tolerance for a single crumb. She already lectured me about socks in the hallway and flicked turkey crumbs like I committed a federal crime. And now she’s over there giggling with some pretty-boy like it’s the highlight of her week.”
Emma’s lips pressed into a thin line, her usual easy warmth gone. “That’s… bold. On day two? We were literally just comparing notes from anatomy—like normal classmates—and she’s giving us the evil eye while cozying up to some guy who looked way too comfortable leaning in close. Who even is he?”
“I don’t know his name,” I growled, the words tasting sour. “Didn’t exactly stop for introductions. But he was all smiles and sparkly blue eyes, acting like he belonged right next to her. The way they were standing there… it wasn’t ‘just chatting.’ It looked like they already had inside jokes or something. Meanwhile, she can barely stand two civil words with me without calling me a lazy slob or telling me to fix my posture.”
We turned the corner toward our lecture hall, footsteps echoing a little too loud in the quiet hallway. Emma’s green eyes flashed with real annoyance now, matching the burn in my chest.
“That’s ridiculous,” she said, voice sharpening. “We’re the ones who are supposed to be figuring this Matching thing out, and she’s already making eyes at some random guy? After what—one full day? And he had the nerve to wave at us like he owned the place. I swear, if looks could kill, I’d be dead on the café floor right now just for sharing a table with you.”
“Exactly,” I snapped, kicking a stray pebble across the tile. It skittered into the wall with a satisfying clack. “I sat through that whole shopping trip yesterday letting her buy half the home decor section without losing it completely. I even tried to go to that stupid movie thing last night in my head, but no—she storms off, and now she’s all bright and bubbly with Mr. Perfect Hair. While I’m over here trying not to start World War Three every time I breathe wrong in our apartment.”
Emma shook her head, blonde hair catching the overhead lights. “Unbelievable. You’re supposed to be her Match, and she’s acting like you’re the villain for existing near another girl. Meanwhile, she’s practically on a date in the middle of the café. With some guy who clearly thinks he can just… insert himself. It’s not right.”
We reached the door to Intro to Medical Biochemistry. I held it open for her, but my grip on the handle was white-knuckled. Emma stepped inside, then turned back to me, her expression still stormy but with a flicker of something sharper—almost protective.
“For the record,” she said quietly, leaning in just enough that her voice stayed between us, “you didn’t do anything wrong. We were studying. Taking notes. Being normal humans. If she wants to throw a fit about that while flirting with some stranger, that’s on her. Not you.”
I met her eyes, the anger still hot in my chest but mixing with something else—grateful, maybe, or at least not completely alone in this mess. “Thanks. Seriously. It’s nice to hear someone say it out loud instead of just glaring like I ruined her perfect pink world.”
Emma’s mouth curved into a small, wry smile, but the irritation didn’t leave her eyes. “Anytime, Nate. And hey—if she keeps pulling stunts like that, maybe the Matching system isn’t as flawless as they claim. Because right now? It looks like they paired you with someone who’d rather chase after some random hottie than actually try with her own Match.”
We slid into our assigned seats side by side. The professor was already dimming the lights for the next set of slides, but my mind was still back in that café. Charlotte’s bright blue eyes locked on mine, and that flash of annoyance mirrored right back at me. The way the blond guy had leaned in closer when he noticed me watching.
I clenched my pen harder than necessary, scribbling the date at the top of a fresh page as if it could somehow fix the knot in my gut.
Emma leaned over just enough to whisper, her voice low and edged with shared frustration, “Don’t let it ruin the lecture. But seriously… she has no right to look at us like we’re the ones doing something wrong.”
I gave a tight nod, my chaotic grin nowhere in sight. “Yeah. No right at all.”
            The projector clicked on, bones and muscles lighting up the screen, but all I could think about was how fast this perfect Match was turning into a complete disaster. And how, for the first time today, sitting next to Emma felt a heck of a lot easier than going home to face Charlotte.
The lecture dragged on forever, but my brain stayed stuck on the café. By the time I finally shoved open the apartment door, the knot in my chest had twisted into something sharp and ugly. The place smelled like vanilla and fresh cleaning spray—Charlotte’s signature scent. Of course it did. Everything in here was already perfectly organized, like she’d spent the whole afternoon erasing any trace of me.
She was standing in the kitchen, wiping down the counter for what had to be the tenth time today. Her messy bun and pink shorts from earlier were gone; now she wore one of those soft pink sweaters that made her look all sweet and put-together. Like she hadn’t just spent the afternoon laughing with some guy while I sat ten feet away. I dropped my bag on the floor with a thud. “Nice lunch?”
Charlotte turned, blue eyes narrowing the second she saw me. “Oh, you’re back. Did your little study session with Blondie run long?”
I ignored the jab and stepped farther into the room, spotting the white ceramic pot on the counter. Small blue flowers. Forget-me-nots. My stomach dropped. “Flowers?” I asked, voice tight. “You got flowers today?”
Her chin lifted, that stubborn princess look sliding into place. “Yes. They were a thoughtful gift. Unlike some people who can’t even pretend to care about me.”
I crossed the kitchen in three strides and snatched the pot off the counter. The note was still tucked in there, probably signed with some smooth line from Mr. Perfect Hair. I read it quickly. My blood boiled hotter. “Thoughtful? From the same guy you were giggling with in the café? The one you ran off to the gym with while I was in class?”
Charlotte’s eyes widened. “How did you—”
I didn’t let her finish. The pot left my hand before I could think twice. It sailed across the room and smashed against the wall with a loud crack. Dirt exploded everywhere. Blue petals scattered like confetti across the floor, the white ceramic shattering into jagged pieces.
For a second, the apartment was dead silent except for the ringing in my ears.
Charlotte’s face went from shocked to furious in a heartbeat. “I swear I’m going to throw you out the window if you do something like that again.”
I laughed, but there was zero humor in it. The anger was too loud, too hot. I stalked straight over to the living room window, yanked it open, and leaned out, staring down at the drop below. Charlotte’s voice rose behind me, sharp and disbelieving. “What are you doing?”
I pulled back just enough to look at her over my shoulder, my grin twisted and chaotic. “Just checking the height to see if I should do it again. Or maybe I’ll just throw myself out of it if I have to keep living with you.”
She stared at me, chest heaving, fists clenched at her sides. The broken pot, the dirt, the ruined flowers—all of it sat between us like proof that this so-called perfect Match was already cracking wide open. And neither one of us looked ready to clean it up.
The window stayed open, cold evening air rushing in and mixing with the smell of spilled dirt and broken ceramic. Charlotte stood frozen in the middle of the kitchen, her bright blue eyes wide with shock that quickly melted into pure fury. Tears already shimmered along her lashes, but she blinked them back hard, refusing to let them fall first.
“You absolute child!” she screamed, her voice cracking as it rose higher than I’d ever heard it. “You just destroyed something beautiful because you’re too immature to handle the fact that someone else was nice to me! Those flowers were innocent, Nate! They were just flowers! Elliot was just being kind because you left me sitting alone in the cold like I didn’t matter!”
I spun away from the window, chest heaving. “Elliot? So that’s his name? What exactly is going on between you and Elliot, Charlotte? Because it sure doesn’t look like ‘just friends’ when you’re laughing and blushing like that in the middle of the café!”
Charlotte’s eyes widened, then narrowed sharply as fresh tears spilled over. “Oh, that’s rich coming from you! What exactly is going on between you and Emma, huh? The blonde who had her hands all over you, leaning in so close over those notebooks like you two were sharing secrets? You were smiling at her the way you’ve never smiled at me! Don’t you dare question me about Elliot when you’re out there having cozy little study lunches with Emma on day two!”
“Emma was helping me with notes!” I shouted back, voice booming off the walls. “We were literally comparing anatomy lectures because the professor dumped a mountain of information on us. That’s it!
“Elliot and I's relationship is innocent! She screams and even stamps her foot. She crosses her arms glaring at me.
I slammed the window shut so hard the glass rattled, then spun around to face her. My hands were shaking. “Innocent? Don’t make me laugh, Princess! You ran off to the gym with him the second I left for class, then stood there in the café batting your eyelashes like I don’t even exist! I saw the way you two were standing.”
Charlotte’s face flushed bright pink, matching the sweater she wore. She took a step forward, fists clenched so tight her knuckles went white. “At least he showed up! At least he brought me something thoughtful instead of crumbs and attitude! You bailed on the movie, Nate! You left me sitting there alone in the cold while you stuffed your face with pizza like a selfish slob!”
“Selfish?” I shouted back, voice booming off the walls. The neighbors could probably hear every word, but I didn’t care. “I’m selfish for wanting five minutes of peace after you dragged me through every pink pillow in the store? You reorganize my socks, lecture me about posture, and treat me like I’m some project you need to fix! Meanwhile, you’re out there flirting with Mr. Smooth like we’re not supposed to be figuring this out together!”
She laughed through her tears now, the sound sharp and broken. “Flirting? You think that was flirting? He was being kind because you abandoned me! Again! You always do this—you push and push until I can’t stand it, then act shocked when someone else actually listens to me!”
Tears spilled down her cheeks, leaving shiny tracks that made her look smaller somehow, but her voice only got louder. “You’re a lazy, inconsiderate jerk, Nate Andrews! You flick food in elevators, leave socks everywhere, and now you smash things like a toddler throwing a tantrum! I hate this! I hate that the Matching system thought we could ever work!”
The words hit like a slap. My chest burned, anger and something sharper twisting together until I couldn’t tell which was which. “Yeah? Well maybe I hate it too! Maybe I’d rather live with anyone else than a controlling little princess who cries over flowers and expects me to be perfect on day two! You’re exhausting, Charlotte! Every single second with you is a lecture or a cleanup crew or a guilt trip!”
She sobbed once, loud and raw, then swiped at her face with the back of her hand, smearing mascara. “ Clearly you think I’m not good enough for you!”
I stepped closer, breathing hard, the broken pot crunching under my shoe, “ See you're doing it again, trying to make me feel bad when I'm not doing anything wrong!”
Charlotte’s lower lip trembled, fresh tears pouring faster now. She looked so small and so angry all at once, pink sweater sleeves pulled over her hands like she was trying to hold herself together. “ You’re chaotic and mean and you ruin everything nice that comes into this apartment! 
“I wish—I wish the Matching had picked anyone else!” I shouted at her.
She took a step back as if I had actually hit her. She turned away from me, facing the wall like she couldn’t even look at me anymore, but her words kept coming through the tears.
Charlotte’s shoulders shook with angry sobs. “Get out, then! Go find your precious Emma if she’s so perfect! Just leave me here with the mess you made—like you always do!”
I couldn’t take it anymore. My blood pounded in my ears, the apartment feeling too small, too perfect, too ruined. I stormed toward the door, yanking it open so hard the hinges rattled. But I froze on the threshold.
Two agents in crisp navy blazers stood there, clipboards in hand, faces stern and unreadable. The woman on the left—Agent Reyes, the same one from last night—lifted her chin.
“Come with us,” she said, voice calm but leaving no room for argument. “Both of you. Now.”





Charlotte

	We follow the agents out our door and down the hall. When we reach the elevator, I stand as far away from Nate as possible. I can’t even stand to look at his stupid face. It has to be the most awkward elevator trip I’ve ever ridden on. The elevator dings open, and we walk out into the lobby. Thankful,y no one is there, I guess they’re either in bed or they’re out doing stuff.
	We walked across the courtyard and all the way over to the auditorium. Except when we finally get there, we are led to the back, and there is a single door. The woman agent opens it,t and we head inside. The inside looks like a standard office, with lamps, a desk, chairs, table. 
	Nate walks in behind me, and that’s when I finally notice the woman behind the desk. Her bright red, curly hair frames her freckled face. Green eyes shining, but more in a dangerous way than a cute way. Her tight black dress, showing her figure as she stands and motions for us to sit.
	I do, and I gracefully sit down while Nate just plops into his chair next to me. I roll my eyes and move my back to him. He sighs in response and does the same.
	The woman points at us and clicks her tongue, “ See, this just isn’t working for me. It's barely day two, and we haven’t had time to make any mandatory dates, but this seems to run deeper than lack of connection.” She pulls out a file, and it’s really thick. I see our photos on the cover, and I guess that’s our Matching file.
	“ Who are you?” Nate asks from beside me.
	The woman smiles and says, “ You can call me Director Mason.”
	Nate smiles, “ So we don’t get your first name? Wow, how’s that supposed to make us feel?”
	Director Mason ignores him and flips through the file, “ Fighting at the cafeteria, fighting about the movies, an interview with Nate showing no affection.” I whipped my head around at Nate. I knew there was no affection in our relationship, but to admit just how much he didn’t like me, people hurt me on a new level. She continues, “ Hanging out with others over the company of each other, and finally the blow up tonight.” She snaps the file close and I feel shame under her gaze, like a mother scolding her naughty children.
	“ How’d you know about that?” Nate asks, leaning forward, “ Are you spying on us?”
	She laughs, “Yes, we have cameras everywhere except your apartment, but your neighbors complained of angry shouts from your room.”
	“ Ok, not creepy at all,” Nate says, leaning back into his chair. Oh my gosh, he is so stupid. We’re in trouble, and he’s calling her creepy.
I sat rigidly in the stiff office chair, my back straight and my hands folded neatly in my lap, refusing to even glance at Nate. The air felt thick and heavy, like the vanilla scent of the apartment had followed us here only to be soured by the smell of polished wood and whatever sharp cleaning product they used on these floors. Director Mason’s green eyes flicked between us, sharp and calculating, like she was already sorting through every messy detail of our short, disastrous time together.
She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the desk, her red curls framing her face in a way that made her look both elegant and intimidating. “Let me be perfectly clear,” she said, her voice smooth but edged with steel. “The Matching system isn’t just about pairing two people and hoping for the best. We’re working to expand it worldwide. Every country, every culture, every future generation. Healthy families. Stable homes. No more chaos from broken relationships or preventable diseases. It’s the future, and we need it to succeed.”
She paused, letting the weight of her words settle over the room. Nate shifted beside me, but I kept my gaze fixed on the director, my heart beating a little faster.
“To make that happen,” Director Mason continued, “we need a spokes couple. Someone the world can look at and see proof that the system works. Interviews. Photoshoots. Carefully crafted moments that show how beautiful, how natural, how right it all is. We had planned to simply ask for volunteers, but after reviewing your file…” She tapped the thick folder with one perfectly manicured nail. “We can’t have the two of you acting like this. Snapping at each other. Avoiding each other. Smashing perfectly innocent flowers and shouting loud enough for the neighbors to file complaints.”
My cheeks burned with embarrassment. I wanted to sink into the chair and disappear, but I lifted my chin instead, determined not to let her see how small I felt.
Nate let out a short, bitter laugh. “So what? You’re going to force us to play happy couple for the cameras?”
Director Mason’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Exactly. We will make sure you start acting like a real Match—even if we have to guide every single step. Mandatory dates. Joint appearances. Public displays of affection when required. You will smile. You will laugh together. You will look like the perfect pair the system intended.”
I finally turned my head just enough to see Nate’s profile. His jaw was tight, and that chaotic spark in his eyes dimmed by frustration. For once, he didn’t have a quick joke ready.
“Why should we do any of this?” I asked quietly, my voice steadier than I felt. My fingers twisted the edge of my pink sweater sleeve. “We didn’t ask to be the face of anything. We’re barely figuring out how to share an apartment without yelling.”
Director Mason leaned back, folding her hands. Her expression softened into something almost sympathetic, but I could see the calculation behind it. “Because your families’ jobs are tied to the program. Your father, Charlotte—his position in administration. Your mother’s role in community coordination. Nate, your parents work in the medical outreach division. All of it can flourish… or it can be adjusted. Demoted. Made… difficult. We’d hate for them to struggle because their children couldn’t manage a simple public image.”
My stomach dropped. I pictured Dad’s kind smile, Mom’s warm hugs, and Lydia glowing with her pregnancy news. The thought of them losing the stability they’d worked so hard for because of me made my throat tighten.
“And contact,” Director Mason added calmly, as if she were discussing the weather, “would, of course, need to be limited. No visits. No calls. No texts. Ever. Your families would simply not be told. They might even wonder why you’ve grown so distant.”
The room spun for a second. No more late-night talks with Lydia about the baby. No weekend calls with Mom. No hearing Dad’s steady voice telling me everything would be okay. They’d think I’d abandoned them. That I didn’t care.
Nate’s chair creaked as he sat up straighter. “You can’t be serious. That’s—”
“Necessary,” Director Mason finished for him, her tone leaving no room for argument. “The Matching system must succeed. The world is watching. And right now, the two of you are the couple we’ve chosen to represent it. You will learn to get along. You will learn to look like you’re in love. Or your families will pay the price for your inability to cooperate.”
I swallowed hard, tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. I blinked them back furiously, refusing to let them fall in front of her—or Nate. My perfectly organized life, my dreams of a soft pink nursery and sweet routines, felt like they were crumbling around me. All because the system that was supposed to make everything perfect had paired me with the one person who turned my world upside down.
Director Mason stood, smoothing her black dress. “ Tonight, we will make a public announcement about our hopes to move worldwide and how we will start making live streams and videos showing one couple's life. We will then introduce you two by your photos. Tomorrow morning, you’ll begin your first mandatory activity together. A nice, public breakfast. Smile for the cameras that will inevitably be watching. And remember—your families are so proud of you. They believe in you. Don’t let them down.”
She gestured toward the door. The two agents stepped forward, ready to escort us back.
I rose gracefully, even though my legs felt unsteady. Nate stood too, but I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Not yet.
As we followed the agents out into the cool night air, the weight of Director Mason’s words pressed down on me like a too-heavy blanket. I wanted to scream. I wanted to run back to the apartment and reorganize every single thing until it felt controlled again. Instead, I walked in silence, my white flats barely making a sound on the path, my mind spinning with impossible choices.
Nate walked a careful distance away, his usual chaotic energy replaced by something quieter, heavier. For the first time since the ceremony, neither of us had anything to say.
The apartment door clicked shut behind us a few minutes later, the broken pieces of the forget-me-not pot still scattered across the floor like tiny blue accusations. I stared at the mess, my chest aching.
I didn’t know how we were going to do this. But for Mom. For Dad. For Lydia and the tiny life she was carrying. For Nate’s family, too, even if he drove me absolutely crazy…
We had no choice.
I picked up the broom from the corner, my movements careful and precise, and began sweeping up the dirt and shattered ceramic. One small pile at a time. That was all I could manage right now.
Nate stood by the window, hands in his pockets, watching me without a word.
Tomorrow, we would have to start pretending.
And somehow, that felt even harder than the fighting. 
The apartment felt too quiet after the agents left us at the door. The only sound was the soft scrape of the broom as I swept the last of the dirt and broken ceramic into a neat pile. Blue petals lay scattered like tiny, forgotten wishes. I didn’t look at Nate. I couldn’t. My chest still ached from Director Mason’s words—my family’s jobs, the silence that would stretch between us and everyone we loved. No calls. No visits. Just the heavy expectation that we become the perfect spokes couple the world needed to see.
I emptied the dustpan into the trash, washed my hands twice, and straightened the dish towel until its edges lined up perfectly. Only then did I allow myself a small, shaky breath. The living room looked almost normal again, except for the faint smudge on the wall where the pot had shattered. I will deal with that tomorrow. Right now, my body felt heavy, like every step through the day had finally caught up with me.
Nate hadn’t moved from his spot near the window. His hands were still shoved in his pockets, shoulders tense in that chaotic way of his, but quieter tonight. No jokes. No smirking. Just silence.
“I’m going to bed,” I said softly, my voice barely above a whisper. It sounded too polite after everything we’d shouted at each other earlier. I didn’t wait for a reply. I turned and walked down the hallway, my white flats silent on the floor.
In our room, I closed the door with a gentle click and leaned against it for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the soft lamplight. The bed was still made from this morning—my side was crisp and smooth, his side already rumpled even though he hadn’t slept there yet. I changed quickly into my favorite pink pajama set, the one with the little white bows, the fabric soft and comforting against my skin. I brushed my teeth, washed my face, and pulled my hair into a loose, low bun so it wouldn’t tangle overnight. Every motion was careful, familiar, as if I followed my routine perfectly; the rest of the night might feel less overwhelming.
When I slipped under the covers, I stayed on my side, back turned toward the middle of the bed. The pillow smelled faintly of vanilla from my earlier spray. I stared at the wall, replaying Director Mason’s calm, dangerous smile. My family. Lydia’s baby. Mom and Dad were thinking I’d simply stopped caring. The thought made my throat tighten again, but I swallowed hard and closed my eyes.
A few minutes later, the door opened. Nate’s footsteps were heavier than mine, but he didn’t slam anything. I heard him move around the room—closet door opening, clothes rustling, the soft thud of shoes being kicked off. He disappeared into the bathroom for a while, the water running, then came back out. The mattress dipped as he climbed in on his side.
Neither of us spoke.
The lamp clicked off. Darkness settled over the room, broken only by the faint glow from the balcony window. I kept my breathing steady, pretending I was already asleep, even though my mind was wide awake. The space between us felt enormous, like an invisible wall built from all the angry words and smashed flowers and forced smiles we’d have to wear starting tomorrow.
I pulled the blanket a little higher, curling my fingers around the edge. Tomorrow we will have to sit down to breakfast and look happy. We would have to pretend we chose each other instead of being pushed together by genetics and now by threats. The thought made my stomach twist.
Nate shifted once, the sheets rustling. I wondered if he was thinking the same thing—about his parents, about how everything had spiraled so fast. Or maybe he was just annoyed that he had to share a bed with someone who organized his socks into perfect little balls. I didn’t ask. I didn’t turn over.
The quiet stretched on, heavy and careful. For the first time since the Matching ceremony, the fighting had stopped, but the silence felt almost worse. It left too much room for all the worries Director Mason had planted.
I closed my eyes tighter and whispered the smallest prayer in my mind—that somehow, some way, we could figure out how to protect our families without completely losing ourselves.
Sleep didn’t come easily, but eventually the exhaustion won. My breathing slowed, the pink bows on my pajamas rising and falling gently in the dark.
Nate stayed on his side.
And for tonight, that was enough.





Nate

	I wake up and look over in bed, but Charlotte isn’t there. I sit up and rub my eyes. I hear the wind blowing, so I look over to see that the door to our balcony is open. Charlotte is sitting out there, reading a book at the table, placed out there. I stand up, and the bed creaks. Charlotte looks up and sees me. We say nothing, but our gaze is locked, and there is an emotion being communicated, fear. Fear that we'll screw this up. Fear that our families will suffer. Fear that we'll suffer. I break eye contact and walk to the kitchen, hoping to eat something. 
       As I walk, I check my phone. A flood of missed calls from Mom and Dad, plus a bunch of texts from friends and family congratulating me on the Match. My favorite is from Taylor—she sent a string of heart emojis and wrote, “Charlotte is so pretty! I can’t wait to see your cute dates! Send pictures!!” I almost smile, but it dies quickly. If only they knew what “cute dates” really meant now.
I grab a quick glass of water and head to the mailbox slot by the door. There’s a crisp white envelope waiting. My stomach drops the second I see the official seal. I rip it open on the way back to the balcony and call out, “Charlotte!”
She doesn’t move from her spot, so I step outside and drop into the chair across from her. The morning air feels cooler than it should.
She closes her book. I see that it's the book I found by her bed when I moved in, titled, Making your match work. I laugh at just how crazy it is that she's reading it when I'm pretty sure we failed. She points at the envelope. “What is that?”
I hand it to her after scanning it myself. Director Mason’s handwriting is neat and sharp, like her voice.
Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,
Your first mandatory public appearance is this morning at 9:00 a.m. sharp. Meet at the Center Café for a charming brunch. Dress appropriately—cute, coordinated, and camera-ready. Cameras will be present. Remember what is at stake.
—Director Mason

Charlotte’s shoulders tighten just a little. She folds the note and sets it on the table between us. “We don’t have much time,” she says softly, standing up and smoothing her robe. “I’ll wear something pink. You should put on that navy button-down from the first day of classes—it looks nice with dark jeans. We need to look like we actually… like being around each other.”
I nod, the fear from our locked gaze still sitting heavy in my chest. “Yeah. Coordinated. Right.”
We move around the apartment in this careful, quiet dance—no yelling, no eye rolls, just the weight of what happens if we mess this up. I pull on the navy button-down, roll the sleeves to my elbows, and tug on my dark jeans and decent sneakers. I even run a hand through my hair so it doesn’t look completely chaotic. When I step back into the living room, Charlotte is already there in a soft pink blouse with little white bows on the cuffs, a white skirt that moves gently when she walks, and her favorite white flats. Her hair is in loose waves, and she smells like vanilla. She looks pretty—really pretty—but I keep that to myself.
She glances at me, chin lifting in that princess way of hers. “You look like you actually tried.”
I manage a half-smirk. “And you look very… pink. Very you.”
We head to the elevator side by side, keeping that safe distance between us. The doors slide shut, and the silence wraps around us again. No jokes. No fighting. Just the shared fear and the knowledge that cameras are probably already waiting downstairs.
I force a small smile onto my face as the elevator dings. Charlotte does the same, though hers looks a little more practiced.
We stepped into the Center Café a few minutes before nine, and the place was already buzzing with soft morning light and the smell of fresh coffee and pastries. But the second we walked through the door, I spotted them—cameras. Not the sneaky kind hidden in corners like Director Mason had mentioned. These were out in the open: two photographers with big lenses near the entrance, a small video crew setting up by the windows, and a couple of people with clipboards who looked way too official. Heads turned. Whispers started. Someone even pointed.
Charlotte’s hand brushed mine for half a second as we walked in, and I felt her stiffen. She kept that perfect posture, though, chin up, soft smile fixed on her face like she’d practiced it in the mirror. I did the same, forcing my usual chaotic grin into something that hopefully looked fond instead of fake.
A hostess in a crisp uniform greeted us with a bright, knowing smile. “Mr. and Mrs. Andrews! Right this way—your table is ready by the window. Perfect for the light.”
We followed her to a small round table set with fresh flowers and two menus. The cameras clicked the moment we sat down. I pulled out Charlotte’s chair like a gentleman, and she gave me a sweet little nod as she sat, her white skirt settling neatly around her. I took the seat across from her, my navy button-down suddenly feeling too warm under all the lenses pointed our way.
We ordered quickly—Charlotte chose a delicate fruit parfait with a side of toast, and I went for eggs, bacon, and coffee, trying to sound relaxed. When the food arrived, we both picked up our forks with matching bright smiles.
“So, darling,” Charlotte said in a sugary tone that didn’t match the sharp look in her blue eyes, “isn’t this just the loveliest way to start our morning? All these nice people watching us enjoy our first official spokes-couple brunch.”
I leaned forward, flashing her my widest grin while keeping my voice light and cheerful. “Oh, absolutely, sweetheart. Nothing says ‘perfect Match’ like cameras catching every bite. Pass the salt, would you? Wouldn’t want my eggs to be under-seasoned in front of the whole world.”
She handed me the salt shaker with delicate fingers, her smile never wavering even as her words came out through gritted teeth behind it. “Of course, my love. We wouldn’t want anyone thinking you can’t even handle basic seasoning. Or basic manners, for that matter.”
I sprinkled salt on my eggs, chuckling like she’d said something adorable. “Manners? Coming from the girl who spent yesterday reorganizing my socks into perfect little balls while lecturing me about crumbs? That’s rich, princess.”
Charlotte took a dainty bite of her parfait, tilting her head with fake affection. “And yet here you are, flicking imaginary crumbs again just to annoy me. How charming. Smile bigger, Nate—the cameras are zooming in. Wouldn’t want them to miss how thrilled we are to be Matched.”
I laughed brightly, stabbing a piece of bacon. “Thrilled is exactly the word. Especially after last night’s little flower incident. You know, the one where someone threw a perfectly innocent pot because she couldn’t handle a simple conversation with a friend.”
Her eyes flashed, but her voice stayed sweet as sugar. “A friend who brought thoughtful gifts and made me laugh, unlike certain people who smash things and then check balcony heights like a dramatic child. But look at us now—eating brunch like the happy couple everyone expects. Isn’t the Matching system wonderful?”
We kept going like that, trading barbs wrapped in bright tones and fake smiles, forks moving politely while the cameras clicked and whirred around us. Every “darling” and “sweetheart” dripped with sarcasm, but to anyone watching, we probably looked like two lovebirds sharing a cozy morning meal. My jaw ached from holding the grin. Charlotte’s knuckles were white around her spoon.
Finally, I checked my phone under the table. Class started soon. I stood up, still smiling like the devoted husband I need to be.
“Time for me to head to class, my love,” I said cheerfully, loud enough for the nearest lens to catch. “Can’t keep medical school waiting. Enjoy the rest of your parfait, sweetheart. I’ll see you back at the apartment later.”
Charlotte’s smile stayed perfectly in place, though her eyes told a different story. “Of course, darling. Study hard. Wouldn’t want you falling behind on that doctor dream while we’re busy being the face of the future.”
I gave the cameras one last wave, then headed for the door, shoulders tight. The fresh air outside hit me like a relief, but the weight in my chest didn’t lift. The brunch was over. The pretending had just begun.
And I still had no idea how we were going to survive the rest of the day without cracking.
I shoved open the door to the science complex, the cool hallway air doing nothing to calm the knot still sitting in my chest from that fake brunch. My navy button-down felt wrinkled already, and every step echoed with the memory of Charlotte’s sugary “darling” and the endless click of cameras. I made it to Intro to Medical Biochemistry just as the lecture hall was filling up. Sliding into my assigned seat, I dropped my bag between my feet and tried to look normal.
Emma was already there, long blonde hair falling in neat waves over one shoulder. She wore a soft cream sweater today—different from yesterday’s—with delicate little pearl buttons down the front and a simple gold necklace that caught the light. It looked fresh and put-together, like she’d planned the whole outfit for a brand-new day. She turned toward me with her usual warm smile, green eyes bright with curiosity.
“Hey, Nate,” she said, leaning her chin on her hand. “You okay? You look like you didn’t sleep much.”
Before I could answer, she pulled out her phone and tapped the screen a couple of times. “Actually… I saw the announcement last night. The whole Matching program is going worldwide, and they’re using one couple as the spokespeople. Then they flashed your photo—and Charlotte’s. I almost dropped my tea. You two are the official face of the system now? That’s huge!”
I forced a casual laugh, rubbing the back of my neck. “Yeah… apparently so. They picked us out of everyone. Crazy, right?”
Emma’s brows lifted, her smile turning a little puzzled. “It is crazy. Especially after what happened in the café yesterday. I mean, you two were shooting daggers at each other across the room while she stood there all cozy with that blond guy—Elliot, I think? And here I was just comparing notes with you like normal classmates. The tension was so thick I could’ve cut it with a scalpel. How on earth did they look at that mess and think, ‘Yes, these two are perfect for propaganda’?”
She shook her head, blonde waves shifting softly. “It feels weird, doesn’t it? Like they’re either blind or they really believe the Matching system can fix anything. No offense, but after yesterday… You guys didn’t exactly scream ‘happy couple.’”
I kept my expression light, even though my stomach twisted. I couldn’t tell her the truth—the threats, Director Mason’s cold smile, the way our families’ jobs and contact hung in the balance. So I just shrugged and gave her a half-grin. “Guess the system has its reasons. Or maybe they like a good challenge. Either way, it looks like Charlotte and I get to smile for cameras and pretend everything’s sunshine and pink bows.”
Emma laughed softly, but her green eyes stayed thoughtful. “Well, if anyone can pull it off, it’s probably you two. Just… be careful, okay? The whole world’s going to be watching now. That’s a lot of pressure on day two.”
The professor dimmed the lights and started the lecture, bones and muscles lighting up the screen again. I nodded along, scribbling notes, but my mind kept drifting back to the balcony this morning, to that shared look of fear with Charlotte, and to the sugary argument we’d hidden behind bright smiles at brunch.
Emma leaned over once during a slide change, voice low. “Seriously, though—if you ever need to vent about the spokes-couple stuff, I’m here. No judgment. Yesterday’s café run-in was awkward enough without the whole program turning you into celebrities.”
I gave her a grateful nod, but inside the knot tightened. I couldn’t vent. Not really. Not without risking everything.
Class dragged on, the weight of pretending already heavier than I expected. And the day had only just started
The rest of the day was a haze of lectures. I sat through Intro to Anatomy, then Medical Biochemistry, and a couple more classes after that—taking notes, nodding along, trying to look like a normal med student instead of someone carrying the weight of the entire Matching program on his shoulders. By the time the last lecture let out, the sky outside the science complex had turned soft orange and pink, the sunset stretching across the courtyard like it was mocking how long the day had felt.
Emma walked out with me, her cream sweater still looking fresh even after hours of classes. She slung her bag over one shoulder and gave me that easy, curious smile.
“Long day, huh?” she said, falling into step beside me. “You survived it. Even with the whole spokes-couple thing hanging over your head.”
I chuckled, keeping it light. “Yeah, something like that. Thanks for the notes earlier—saved me from drowning.”
We reached the split in the path where our routes usually parted. I stopped and gave her a small wave. “See you tomorrow, Emma. Get home safe.”
She waved back, blonde hair catching the last of the sunset light. “You too, Nate. Try to get some rest—you’re going to need it if the cameras keep following you around.”
I watched her head off toward her building, then pulled out my phone as I started the short walk back to the apartment. It buzzed in my hand almost immediately—Taylor’s name flashing across the screen. I answered with a tired groan; I hoped she couldn’t hear.
“Hey, Tay.”
“Nate!” Taylor’s voice burst through the speaker, high and giddy like only a little sister could manage. She sounded like she was bouncing on her toes. “Oh my gosh, I saw the announcement last night,t and I’ve been dying to call you all day! You and Charlotte are the official spokes couple? That is so cool! Mom and Dad are freaking out in the best way—they keep showing everyone the photos. Charlotte looked so pretty in that pink outfit this morning at brunch. Did you see the pictures they posted? You two looked adorable!”
I laughed softly, rubbing the back of my neck as I walked. “Yeah, I saw them. It’s… a lot.”
Taylor didn’t miss a beat, her excitement bubbling over. “So how does it work? The Matching system is going worldwide—does that mean more people our age are going to get matched like you guys? Do they have to move into the Center, too? And what about the interviews and photoshoots? Are you going to be on TV? Can I tell my friends you’re basically famous now? Oh! And tell me about Charlotte—does she really like all that pink stuff? She seems super organized from what I saw in the background of the photos. Is she nice? Do you guys already have inside jokes?”
Her questions tumbled out so naturally, full of that innocent little-sister curiosity, like this was the most exciting thing in the world and not a carefully staged performance with our families’ futures on the line. I kept my voice steady, glossing over the heavier parts.
“It’s pretty wild, Taylor. They’re trying to make the system bigger so everyone can have stable families and healthy kids. The spokes thing just means we take some photos and do some talks to show it works. Charlotte’s… yeah, she’s really into pink and keeping things neat. We’re figuring it out. Tell Mom and Dad I’ll call soon, okay? I’m almost home.”
Taylor giggled. “Okay, but send more pictures! I love you. Don’t mess it up!”
“Love you too. Talk soon.”
The apartment felt quieter than usual after that small apology in the kitchen. Charlotte had finished whatever she was stirring and set out a simple dinner—nothing fancy, just enough to fill the silence. We ate at the counter without much talking, the weight of the day still hanging between us. When we finished, I helped clear the plates (no crumbs flicked this time) while she wiped down the counters with her usual careful precision.
We moved to the living room together, neither of us saying much. I dropped onto the couch, and Charlotte sat on the other end, smoothing her pink sweater. The new cream candles she’d bought sat neatly on the coffee table, their soft glow mixing with the balcony light. For once, the space between us didn’t feel like a battlefield—just two people trying not to break under the same pressure.
I reached for the remote, thinking maybe some background noise would help. The TV flickered on.
Before I could change the channel, the screen filled with the official Matching program logo—clean white text on a soft blue background. A calm, professional voice began speaking:
“Attention all Matches. We are pleased to announce a special Family Weekend, taking place one month from now, just after Valentine’s Day. This will be your first opportunity to introduce your Match to your families and meet your new in-laws. Approved visits will allow parents, siblings, and extended family to tour the Center, share meals, and celebrate the success of the Matching system together. Details and scheduling will be sent to your apartments shortly. This event underscores our commitment to strong, connected families worldwide.”
The announcement ended with a bright graphic of smiling couples and families, then faded back to regular programming.
I stared at the screen for a second, the remote frozen in my hand. Charlotte sat up straighter beside me, her blue eyes wide.
“A family weekend,” she whispered, voice soft but tight. “One month from now. After Valentine’s Day.”
I set the remote down slowly. “Yeah. They’ll all come here—my parents, Taylor… your mom and dad, Lydia and Jake. Everyone meets everyone. Cameras probably everywhere, smiling for the spokes couple.”
Charlotte twisted the edge of her sweater sleeve, the way she did when she was thinking hard. “We’ll have to look perfect. Act like we’re excited, like everything’s going smoothly. Lydia’s pregnant—she’ll be so happy to see me, but if she senses anything’s wrong…” She trailed off, swallowing. “And your family… Taylor sounded so excited on the phone earlier. We can’t let them worry.”
I nodded, running a hand through my hair. “Exactly. One month to get better at this pretending thing. No more smashed flowers or shouting matches that the neighbors can hear. We have to sell it—not just for Director Mason, but for them. For all of them.”
She looked over at me, her expression serious but not angry. “We do. It’s not going to be easy, but… we have no choice. Our families are counting on us to make this work. Maybe we can start by planning what we’ll say, how we’ll act when they’re here.”
“Yeah,” I agreed quietly. “Baby steps. Like Cash said—work, real work. We’ll figure it out.”
The TV murmured in the background, but neither of us paid attention anymore. The announcement had added a new layer of weight, but also a strange kind of focus. One month. Valentine’s Day would come and go, and then our families would walk through that door expecting to see a happy Match.
We sat there a little longer in the quiet living room, the cream candles flickering softly. Eventually, Charlotte stood, smoothing her sweater one last time.
“I’m going to get ready for bed,” she said gently.
I nodded. “Me too.”
We moved down the hallway together, the silence careful but not hostile. In our room, I changed into gray sweatpants and a plain tee while Charlotte slipped into her pink pajama set with the little white bows. She brushed her hair into a loose, low bun, did her nighttime routine with precise movements, and climbed under the covers on her side. I turned off the lamp after brushing my teeth and slid into mine.
The darkness settled around us, broken only by the faint glow from the balcony window. Neither of us spoke right away. The family weekend announcement played on repeat in my head—smiling faces, introductions, the pressure to look real.
I shifted once, the sheets rustling. Charlotte stayed still on her side, back turned toward the middle like always.
Tomorrow would bring more classes, more cameras, more pretending. But tonight, after the small apology and the shared worry about our families, the bed didn’t feel quite as enormous.
For the first time since the ceremony, the quiet between us held something almost like a truce.
Sleep came slowly, but it came. 




Charlotte

	“ In the past month, we have done three interviews, ten dates, and one public rally.” I sigh, sitting on the couch next to Nate as we watch the latest news after we ate dinner, “ Since tomorrow’s Valentine's day they want to see what cute gifts we got each other, our romantic evening plans, and now they’re having us do our very first photoshoot together.”
	Nate snorts, “ You make it sound small. Hey, are you ready for parents' day? I know Taylor is so excited to meet you in person.” 
I managed a small smile. We had been on several group phone calls—his family with me, mine with him—always smiling, always saying the right things. Taylor’s giggles and his mother’s warm questions had actually been nice. Still, the thought of everyone arriving in just a few weeks made my stomach twist. One month of pretending had already felt like forever.
“I think so,” I answered softly, smoothing the blanket over my knees. “As long as we keep looking… coordinated.”
He chuckled but didn’t add anything else. The silence between us wasn’t angry anymore, just careful. We didn’t hate each other. Not really. We simply didn’t particularly like each other, either. We were two people trapped in the same pink-and-navy apartment, trying not to let our families pay for our inability to get along.
I glanced at the clock on the wall—nearly nine. Tomorrow was Saturday, no classes, which meant the entire day would belong to the Matching program’s Valentine’s plans. The thought made my cheeks warm in a way that had nothing to do with romance. In the whole month we had been here, we had never once shared any real physical affection. No hand-holding that wasn’t staged for cameras, no hugs, certainly nothing more. I was grateful for that. The idea of anything closer still felt entirely wrong. We were Matched by genetics, not by choice, and I intended to keep whatever small boundaries we had left.
A soft ding sounded from the mailbox slot by the door. Nate and I looked at each other at the same time.
“I’ll get it,” he said, already standing.
He returned a moment later with a crisp white envelope sealed with the official Matching emblem. He dropped onto the couch again—this time a little closer than before—and tore it open. I leaned in just enough to read along with him.
I swallowed. A full day. Photoshoot. Double date with Mia and Cash. Gift exchange. And an entire romantic evening under lights and lenses. My fingers twisted the edge of the pink blanket.
Nate let out a low whistle. “They really went all out. At least we get Mia and Cash for lunch. That might keep things… bearable.”
I nodded, though my chest felt tight. “We should probably get ready for bed. Tomorrow is going to be long.”
We rose at the same time, moving around each other in that familiar quiet dance. I straightened the throw pillows while Nate turned off the television. Neither of us spoke much as we headed down the hallway.
In our room, I slipped into my favorite pink pajama set with the little white bows and brushed my hair into a loose, low bun. Nate changed into his gray sweatpants and plain tee on his side of the bed. We moved around the space without bumping into each other, careful, polite. When I climbed under the covers, I stayed on my side, back turned toward the middle as always. He turned off the lamp, and the room settled into soft darkness broken only by the faint glow from the balcony window.
I stared at the wall, heart beating a little faster than I liked. Tomorrow we would have to look like two people in love—posing for photos, exchanging gifts we hadn’t actually picked with real feeling, dancing under camera lights. And through all of it, not a single touch that wasn’t forced.
I closed my eyes and whispered the smallest hope in my mind: Just get through the day without cracking. For Mom. For Dad. For Lydia and the baby. For all of them.
Beside me, Nate shifted once, the sheets rustling. The space between us felt enormous, yet somehow smaller than it had been a month ago. We didn’t hate each other. We just… didn’t like each other very much.
And tomorrow, the whole world would be watching us pretend we did.

At exactly 8:30 a.m, there was a polite knock at the door. Nate opened it to find a smiling attendant holding a large silver tray covered with a crisp white cloth.
“Valentine’s breakfast delivery for Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,” she said brightly, stepping inside only long enough to set the tray on the kitchen island. “Compliments of the Matching program. Enjoy your morning.”
The second the door clicked shut, Nate lifted the cloth. My eyes widened. Heart-shaped strawberry waffles, fresh fruit arranged in a perfect pink heart, two delicate pink mugs of what smelled like vanilla latte, and a small crystal vase holding a single perfect pink rose. It looked… romantic. Carefully planned. Like something a thoughtful husband would arrange.
Nate whistled low. “They really went all out.”
Before I could reply, another knock sounded—this one sharper. The clock on the wall read exactly 9:00 a.m.
Nate shot me a quick look. “Showtime.”
I smoothed my pajama top one last time, lifted my chin, and tried to push down the flutter of nerves in my stomach. The door opened, and two cameramen plus a cheerful producer stepped inside, equipment already rolling.
“Good morning, lovebirds!” the producer sang out. “We’re here for some sweet candid footage of your first Valentine’s morning together. Charlotte, darling, you look surprised—Nate arranged this entire breakfast himself as a special surprise for you. Isn’t that thoughtful?”
My heart gave a tiny, panicked skip. They wanted me to act like Nate had done all of this on his own. Like he had woken up early, ordered heart-shaped waffles, picked out the pink rose, and set everything up just to make me smile. The idea felt so far from our reality that my cheeks warmed.
I forced my eyes to widen, pressing a hand lightly to my chest the way I’d practiced in the mirror during one of our mandatory date rehearsals. “Nate… you did all this?” I asked, letting my voice rise with soft, girly surprise. I stepped closer to the island, gazing at the pretty tray as if it were the most romantic thing I’d ever seen. “The waffles, the fruit heart, even the pink rose… I can’t believe you remembered how much I love pink.”
Nate caught on instantly. He rubbed the back of his neck, that chaotic half-grin sliding into place, but his eyes stayed careful. “Yeah, well… figured we should start the day right, Princess.”
The producer beamed and held up a written cue card reading, Perfect! Charlotte, why don’t you give him a little hug to show how touched you are? The cameras love genuine affection on Valentine’s Day.
My stomach tightened. We had never hugged—not once in the entire month. Not for real. I hesitated half a second, then stepped forward. Nate met me halfway. His arms came around me lightly, careful not to pull me too close, and I rested my hands on his sides, keeping plenty of space between us. He smelled like sleep and the faint coffee he’d started. I kept my smile sweet and girly, tilting my head just enough for the cameras.
“Thank you,” I whispered, loud enough for the microphones. “It’s really sweet.”
Nate’s voice stayed light, but I felt the tension in his shoulders. “Anything for you.”
We held the pose for a few long seconds while the cameras clicked and whirred. My heart beat faster than I liked. This was the closest we had ever been, and it still felt like we were standing on opposite sides of a very wide room.
When the producer finally called “Cut!” for the breakfast portion, I stepped back quickly, smoothing my pajama top again. Nate ran a hand through his messy hair, looking as relieved as I felt.
The producer clapped her hands. “Wonderful start! Now, eat up while it’s warm—we’ll get a few more natural shots of you two enjoying breakfast together. Then it’s off to the Rose Garden for your first official couple photoshoot. Coordinated outfits, big smiles, lots of romance!”
I glanced at Nate. He gave me a tiny nod—half encouragement, half “we can do this.” We sat down at the island, forks in hand, while the cameras kept rolling.
The heart-shaped waffles tasted sweet. The vanilla latte was perfectly warm. But the smile I kept on my face felt practiced, and the small distance between our chairs felt safer than any pink rose ever could.

	We finish eating, and the cameras cut off. The producer hands me a beautiful pink floral dress. It’s floor-length and flowy. The sleeves are puffy and only cover my shoulders. The neckline is a scoop neck, and I am in love with this dress. They also hand Nate khaki pants and a white button-up shirt. I run to the guest bathroom and change while Nate changes in our room. I wear white open-toe heels with a little white bow on the back of the shoes. I step out, and a stylist has set up a station for me. I sit down, and she starts to curl my hair, while another woman paints my nails a beautiful pink to match the dress. Another lady comes over and starts on my makeup.
	 Nate comes walking down the hall, and someone practically attacks him with hair gel and stylists. It takes roughly forty-five minutes for me to finish, and the moment we’re done, I’m rushed out the door and down out of the lobby. There is a golf cart waiting for us outside. Nate gestures for me to get in first, so I do. The drive is short, and we arrive at the rose gardens. Mia and I have gone for walks here before. We step out, and the cameras are immediately set up.
	“Are you two ready?” the photographer calls out. He’s a short man in a black turtleneck and a knitted scarf that looks two sizes too big, thick glasses perched on the end of his nose above a tiny, perfectly trimmed mustache. The whole look is so cartoonishly artistic that I have to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing.
Nate glances at me, and his mouth twitches in reluctant amusement. “Yes, sir,” he answers cheerfully, the picture of cooperation.
The photographer guides us over to a blooming rose bush heavy with pale pink flowers. The late afternoon light filters through the petals, soft and golden. “Alright, let’s start simple. Nate, place both hands on Charlotte’s waist. Charlotte, wrap your arms around his neck—like you’re completely in love.”
My stomach drops. We’d only hugged for the first time this morning, a quick, stiff side-hug that felt more like a hostage negotiation than affection. Now this?
Nate turns to me with a tight, polite smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. His hands settle on my waist—strong, warm, and surprisingly careful, as if he’s handling something breakable he’d rather not touch. I let out a tiny, defeated sigh and slide my arms around his neck. We lock eyes. His brown gaze is intense, scanning my face like he’s trying to memorize every flaw so he can mock it later. Heat floods my cheeks. I look away.
“Beautiful,” the photographer says, though he doesn’t sound entirely convinced. “Now bring your foreheads together. Nose to nose. Soft smiles, please.”
Nate leans in without hesitation. Our foreheads touch, then the tips of our noses. His breath brushes warm across my lips, minty and steady. My heart kicks into overdrive, hammering so loudly I’m sure he can hear it. I force a sweet smile, the kind I’d give if I actually liked the boy standing centimeters away, and the camera clicks rapidly.
“Perfect. Hold that… and relax.”
We pull back slightly, but the photographer isn’t done. “Now, Nate, keep your hands on her waist. Charlotte, turn toward me, place your hand on his chest, and rest your head on his shoulder. Like you’re listening to his heartbeat.”
I hesitate half a second before complying. My palm flattens against the firm plane of his chest; I can feel the steady thump beneath my fingers. Slowly, I let my head drop to his shoulder. He smells like clean laundry and something woodsy—annoyingly nice. Nate’s hands stay politely at my waist, thumbs resting just above my hips. The pose feels far too intimate for two people who can barely stand each other.
Click. Click. Click.
“Gorgeous! Now let’s do something a little sweeter. Nate, lift her chin gently with two fingers. Charlotte, look up at him like he hung the moon.”
Nate’s fingers brush my chin, tilting my face upward. His touch is light, almost tentative, but his eyes are anything but. There’s a flicker of something—irritation? Challenge?—behind the polite mask. I meet his gaze and try to soften my expression into something dreamy and adoring. It feels ridiculous. My lips part slightly on an exhale, and for a split second, his thumb grazes my jaw before he catches himself and stills.
The camera loves it. The photographer murmurs approval as he circles us.
“One more like that, but closer. Charlotte, go up on your tiptoes and brush your nose against his again. Nate, slide one hand up to the small of her back and pull her in just a little.”
I rise onto my toes, heart stuttering. Nate’s arm curves around me, his hand settling low on my back. The fabric of my dress suddenly feels too thin. Our noses brush again, then our foreheads. This time, his free hand comes up to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear with careful fingers. The gesture is so tender that it makes my stomach flip even though I know it’s fake. His breath mingles with mine, warm and close. I can see the faint freckle just beneath his left eye, the way his lashes cast tiny shadows on his cheeks.
“Excellent chemistry!” the photographer exclaims, completely oblivious to the silent war happening between us. “You two look like you’ve been together for years.”
Nate’s mouth curves into a small, crooked smile that might fool anyone else. To me, it says: I’d rather be anywhere but here. I answer with an equally fake adoring look that whispers back: Same.
“Alright, let’s add some playful movement. Nate, pick her up and spin her around once—gently, like you’re sweeping her off her feet. Then set her down and bring her back in close.”
Nate’s eyes widen just a fraction, the only sign of his surprise. His hands tighten slightly on my waist as he hesitates for half a beat. Then he gives a small, resigned nod. In one smooth motion, he bends slightly, slides one arm behind my knees, and lifts me clean off the ground as if I weigh nothing. A surprised little gasp escapes me before I can stop it. My arms instinctively loop tighter around his neck as the world tilts.
He spins us once in a slow, careful circle. The rose bush and golden light blur around us, my dress fluttering softly. For those few seconds, I’m pressed fully against his chest, feeling the solid strength of his arms and the steady beat of his heart. His face is so close I can see every detail—the faint stubble along his jaw, the way his brown eyes lock on mine with forced softness. My stomach does a wild flip that has nothing to do with the spin and everything to do with how easily he’s holding me.
Then, just as gently, he sets me back on my feet, keeping one arm around my waist to steady me. My legs feel a little unsteady as I stand there, cheeks burning hotter than before. Nate’s hand lingers at the small of my back for a second longer than necessary, his expression carefully neutral.
“Perfect!” the photographer calls, still clicking away. “Charlotte, place your hands over his and lean your head back against his chest. Look up at the sky together—like you’re dreaming about your future.”
Still a little breathless, I cover his hands with mine, feeling the warmth of his skin and the subtle flex of muscle beneath my palms. I tilt my head back until it rests against his shoulder, my hair spilling over his arm. For a moment, we both stare upward at the soft pink clouds drifting overhead. His chin brushes the top of my head. The pose is impossibly cozy, the kind of thing couples do in real life when they’re stupidly in love.
My traitorous heart keeps racing. I tell myself it’s just the awkwardness. Just the proximity. Just the fact that Nate’s stupidly warm and smells stupidly good and is holding me like I matter—even though we both know he can’t stand me.
Click after click fills the air.
The photographer finally lowers his camera with a satisfied grin. “That was perfect. You two are naturals.”
Nate’s arms linger a second longer than necessary before he steps back. I immediately miss the warmth and hate myself for it. Our eyes meet again, and this time no photographer is directing us—just the charged silence between two people who just spent twenty minutes pretending to be madly in love while secretly wanting to push each other into the rose bushes.
He offers a small, tight nod. “Not bad, Charlotte.”
I lift my chin. “Could’ve been worse.”
But as we walk away from the rose bush, the ghost of his touch still lingers on my waist, my chin, the small of my back… and the memory of being lifted and spun so effortlessly makes my stomach flutter in a way I refuse to examine.
            “ Cash and Mia are expecting us soon!” I said,y pointing at his watch
            “ Let's go. I'm starving.” Nate replies. We walk to the café in silence. Neither of us mentions how close we were moments ago. Because all of it was fake. Right?





Nate

	The café smelled like fresh bread and vanilla lattes, the kind of cozy scent that should have made lunch feel easy. It didn’t. Not when Charlotte and I had just spent the last hour pretending we were madly in love among pink roses and golden light.
Mia and Cash were already waiting at a corner table, dressed for the cameras. Mia wore a soft lavender dress that floated around her knees, with little white daisies embroidered along the hem, her hair pinned back with a matching bow. Cash looked relaxed but put-together in dark jeans, a crisp white button-down with the sleeves rolled once, and his favorite brown boots polished just enough to look gentlemanly without trying too hard.
Charlotte’s pink floral dress swayed as we approached, the puffy sleeves brushing her shoulders. She still had that faint flush from the photoshoot, the one that made her blue eyes look even brighter. I told myself it was just the cold air. Or the lights. Definitely not the way she had felt in my arms when I lifted her.
“Hey, you two!” Mia beamed, waving us over. “That dress is everything, Char. You look like a walking Valentine.”
Charlotte gave her a small, genuine smile—the kind she rarely aimed at me. “Thanks. You look adorable, too.”
Cash stood and pulled out a chair for Mia first, then one for Charlotte. I dropped into the seat beside her, close enough that our elbows brushed. The table was small, intimate, perfect for the double-date the program wanted.
I glanced at Charlotte. She was tracing the edge of her napkin, cheeks still faintly pink. For once, I didn’t feel the usual urge to tease her. Instead, something quieter tugged at my chest—warm, unexpected. The memory of her arms around my neck, the way her dress had fluttered when I lifted her, the soft vanilla scent that clung to her hair. She was still annoying, still organized to the point of ridiculous, still called me chaotic in her head. But right now, sitting here in that pretty pink dress, she looked… cute. Really cute.
I cleared my throat. “Yeah, well… spinning wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be.”
Charlotte’s eyes flicked to mine, surprised. A tiny smile tugged at her lips before she hid it behind her lemonade. “Could’ve been worse,” she said softly, echoing our words from the garden.
Under the table, my hand found hers. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe because the cameras were still rolling somewhere nearby, or maybe because her fingers looked small and a little cold against the white tablecloth. Either way, I laced our fingers together gently.
She stiffened for half a second, then relaxed. Her hand stayed in mine—warm, steady, surprisingly nice. We kept talking with Mia and Cash about the upcoming family weekend, about how Taylor was already planning matching outfits for everyone. All the while, Charlotte’s thumb brushed once against the back of my hand, almost absentmindedly. My stomach did a little flip that had nothing to do with the heart-shaped food.
Lunch passed in a blur of laughter and easy conversation. When the plates were cleared, the producer finally called, “Cut! Great natural footage, everyone. Cameras are off for the next hour while we reset for the gift exchange and evening portion. Enjoy your break!”
The second the crew stepped away, I expected Charlotte to pull her hand back. She didn’t. Her fingers stayed threaded with mine, resting lightly on her lap now that the table was clear. I looked down at our joined hands, then up at her face. She was watching Mia and Cash, but her cheeks had gone a soft shade of pink again.
I gave her hand the tiniest squeeze. She squeezed back—barely there, but real.
We kept holding hands the whole walk back toward the apartment building, even though no lenses were pointed at us. Neither of us mentioned it. The silence between us wasn’t careful this time. It felt… different. Warmer. Like maybe, just maybe, the pretending was starting to blur into something neither of us had planned. And for the first time since the Matching ceremony, I didn’t mind the pink dress, the organized chaos, or the girl walking beside me in white heels with little bows. I kind of liked it.
A tiny crush? Yeah. I was in trouble.
We stepped back into the apartment still holding hands. The moment the door clicked shut behind us, I expected Charlotte to let go. She didn’t. Her fingers stayed laced with mine for another quiet second, soft and warm, before she finally slipped free with a tiny, shy glance.
Neither of us said anything about it.
Our phones dinged at the same time—identical alerts from the Matching program. Director Mason’s crisp message glowed on both screens:
For the Valentine’s gift exchange portion of today’s schedule, please reply with the exact gift(s) you wish to give your Match. Items will be delivered within the hour by program staff. Do not discuss your choices with each other. Cameras will capture the exchange. Make it heartfelt.
Charlotte’s nose wrinkled in that familiar, organized way. “Guess we’re shopping by text now.”
I shrugged, already typing. “Guess so.”
We sat on opposite ends of the couch, thumbs flying. I kept my screen angled away so she couldn’t peek. She did the same, lips pressed together in concentration, the tip of her tongue just barely showing at the corner of her mouth. It was annoyingly cute.
I ordered three things for her: A dozen perfect pale-pink roses in a crystal vase, a box of her favorite vanilla-chocolate truffles, and a set of delicate pink bookmarks with tiny white bows and pressed flowers.
Simple. Girly. Things I knew would make her organized heart happy. I hit send before I could overthink it.
Charlotte finished a moment later, cheeks a little pink as she set her phone down. “Done.”
“Same,” I said, trying to sound casual even though my pulse had picked up.
We didn’t have long to wait. Forty minutes later, a polite knock sounded. Two attendants wheeled in a small cart loaded with beautifully wrapped packages while a three-person camera crew followed, lights already rolling.
“Time for the Valentine’s gift exchange!” the producer sang out. “Natural smiles, please. Let’s see that romance!”
Charlotte smoothed her pink floral dress and stood, chin lifted in that princess way I was starting to like more than I wanted to admit. I rose too, suddenly nervous in a way that had nothing to do with the cameras.
The attendants handed us each a stack of gifts. Hers for me were wrapped in crisp navy paper with a silver ribbon. Mine for her were in soft pink with white bows.
We faced each other in the living room, cameras circling like polite vultures.
“You first?” She offered, voice lighter than I felt.
I nodded. “Okay.”
Charlotte handed me the larger box first. I tore the paper carefully—because I knew she hated messes—and lifted out a soft, perfectly folded sweatshirt. Navy blue, exactly my shade, thick and comfortable-looking. Then she passed me the smaller one.
My breath caught.
It was a matching set. Her sweatshirt was the softest pink I’d ever seen, and stitched over the chest of my navy one was a sweet little heart made from the exact fabric of hers. On her pink sweatshirt sat a matching navy heart cut from mine. They lined up perfectly when held side by side.
I stared at them, throat suddenly tight. She had thought of this. Planned it so we could match without it feeling forced or silly. The pink heart on my navy shirt felt… personal. Like she was quietly saying, we could still be us—chaotic me, girly her—and still belong together.
“Charlotte…” I looked up, meeting her blue eyes. The cameras were rolling, but for once, the warmth in my chest wasn’t fake. “This is really thoughtful. I love it. Thank you.”
Her smile was small and genuine, the kind that made the corners of her eyes crinkle. “I thought… maybe we could wear them when your family comes. Or just around the apartment. So we match, but still feel like ourselves.”
I swallowed hard, touched more than I wanted to admit on camera. “Yeah. I’d like that. A lot.”
She ducked her head, pleased.
Her turn. I handed her the roses first—pale pink, perfect, the exact shade she loved. Her eyes widened, lips parting in soft surprise.
“Nate… they’re beautiful.”
Then the chocolates—her favorite vanilla truffles. She laughed lightly, the sound girly and sweet. “You remembered.”
Last, the bookmarks. Delicate pink with tiny white bows and pressed flowers. She ran her fingers over them like they were precious.
“For all those books you’re always reading,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “Figured you’d want something pretty to keep your place.”
Charlotte’s gaze lifted to mine, softer than usual. “They’re perfect. Thank you.”
For a moment, the cameras, the program, and even the apartment faded. It was just her in that pink dress, holding pink roses and pink bookmarks I had picked because they would make her smile. And me, clutching matching sweatshirts with little fabric hearts that somehow felt like the first real thing between us.
The producer finally called “Cut!” but neither of us moved right away.
Charlotte stepped closer, still holding the roses. “I really like them,” she whispered, voice barely loud enough for me alone.
I smiled, small and crooked, the chaotic one she usually rolled her eyes at. “I really like yours, too, Princess.”
She didn’t correct the nickname this time. Instead, her free hand brushed mine again—quick, shy, but warm.
And just like at lunch, we stayed that way a second longer than we had to.
The feelings were tiny, new, and a little scary.
But they were there. And for the first time, I didn’t want to push them away.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of soft lights and careful smiles. After the gift exchange, the program whisked us straight into the evening schedule. First came dinner at a candlelit table set up on the Center’s rooftop terrace, strung with twinkling fairy lights and more pink roses. Charlotte sat across from me in her pretty floral dress.
We talked quietly about safe things—how the waffles had tasted that morning, how Mia’s daisy dress had swirled when she laughed. Under the table, our hands found each other again, fingers brushing now and then like neither of us wanted to let go completely. The cameras caught every gentle look, every small laugh, but some of the warmth felt real. At least on my side.
When dinner ended, the producer guided us downstairs to the ballroom for dancing. Soft music floated through the air—slow, sweet melodies perfect for Valentine’s. Charlotte’s hand slipped into mine as we stepped onto the floor. I rested my other hand lightly at her waist, the way the photographer had shown us earlier. She placed hers on my shoulder, and we began to sway.
“You’re not stepping on my toes,” she whispered, a tiny tease in her voice.
I grinned, pulling her just a fraction closer. “Give me time, Princess. The night’s still young.”
She huffed a soft laugh but didn’t pull away. Her dress brushed against my legs with each turn, and the vanilla scent of her hair made it hard to remember we were supposed to be pretending. For a few songs, the world narrowed to the feel of her in my arms, the gentle press of her palm against mine, and the way her blue eyes kept flicking up to meet mine when she thought I wasn’t looking.
By the time the music faded and the crew finally called it a wrap, the sky outside had gone dark. We walked back to the apartment in comfortable quiet, still wearing our matching sweatshirts. The moment the door closed behind us, the cameras gone for the night, Charlotte let out a long breath and kicked off her white heels with the little bows. We quickly changed into casual clothes and our sweatshirts.
“Family day tomorrow,” she said softly, padding into the living room. She smoothed the pink sweatshirt as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Your parents and Taylor arrive first thing in the morning. Mine comes in the afternoon.”
I nodded, dropping onto the couch and patting the spot beside me. She hesitated only a second before sitting close enough that our shoulders touched. “Yeah. Taylor’s been texting nonstop about meeting you. She already wants to know if you’ll let her braid your hair.”
Charlotte smiled, the kind that reached her eyes. “I’d like that. And your mom sounded so kind on our calls. I want them to feel welcome.” She twisted the edge of her sleeve. “We’ll have to look coordinated again. Maybe wear these?” She tugged lightly at the navy heart on my chest.
My throat tightened. The little fabric heart she had chosen for me felt heavier now, in the best way. “I’d like that too. A lot.” I reached over and covered her hand with mine. “We’ll get through it. Smile, laugh, show them we’re figuring this out. For them.”
She turned her hand palm-up, letting our fingers lace together again. “For them,” she agreed quietly. “But… maybe a little for us too?”
The words hung soft between us. I squeezed her hand, heart doing that tiny flip again. “Yeah. Maybe a little for us too.”
We sat like that for a while, talking in low voices about tomorrow—how we’d arrange the apartment, what stories we’d share, how to keep the careful peace we’d started building. Eventually, Charlotte yawned, covering her mouth with her free hand.
Bed?” I asked.
She nodded. We rose together, still holding hands, until we reached the bedroom door. In the bathroom, she changed into her favorite pink pajama set while I pulled on gray sweatpants and a plain tee. We climbed under the covers on our usual sides, but tonight the space between us felt smaller.
“Goodnight, Nate,” she whispered, back turned but voice gentle.
“Goodnight, Charlotte.” I stared at the ceiling, the faint glow from the balcony window painting everything in silver. The memory of her hand in mine at dinner, the way she had swayed with me on the dance floor, the matching hearts on our sweatshirts—all of it settled warm in my chest.
A tiny crush was quickly becoming something more.
And as sleep tugged at me, I didn’t mind one bit. Tomorrow our families will see the spokes couple that the program wanted. But maybe, just maybe, they’d also catch a glimpse of two people starting to care for real.




Charlotte 

	I hummed softly under my breath, the familiar tune from last night’s slow dances still looping in my head as I wiped down the kitchen counter for the third time. The apartment smelled like vanilla and fresh lemon cleaner—exactly the way I liked it. My new pink sweatshirt felt soft and cozy against my skin, the little navy heart stitched over my chest catching the morning light every time I moved. I still couldn’t quite believe I had picked something so… couple-y. But when I’d seen the matching set online, something quiet and warm had tugged at me. Nate’s chaotic energy deserved a heart of pink on his navy, and mine deserved a steady navy one on my pink. It felt right. Secretly sweet. Even if I would never admit that out loud.
The navy heart on my chest made my stomach do the tiniest flip whenever I glanced down. A silly little spark. Nothing more. Just… nice. The kind of nice that made my cheeks warm when I remembered how his fingers had brushed mine while we held hands under the café table yesterday, even after the cameras stopped rolling.
I heard Nate’s footsteps coming down the hallway and straightened the dish towel one last time, smoothing it into perfect folds. He stepped into the kitchen wearing his matching navy sweatshirt, the pink heart sitting right over his heart as it belonged there. His hair was still sleep-messy, and that crooked grin tugged at his lips the second he saw me.
“Morning, Princess,” he said, voice still rough with sleep but light with that teasing lilt I was getting far too used to. “Already organizing the crumbs into perfect little rows?”
I rolled my eyes, but a small smile slipped out before I could stop it. “Someone has to keep this place from turning into your natural habitat. How do you even manage to look awake while still looking like you just rolled out of a laundry basket?”
He leaned against the island, arms crossed, the pink heart on his chest stretching with the movement. “Hey, this sweatshirt is basically armor now. Pink-heart protection. Makes me feel fancy. Almost as fancy as the girl who picked it out and surprised me with matching ones.”
My cheeks heated the tiniest bit. I turned back to the sink, rinsing a sponge with more focus than necessary. “It was practical. For family weekend. So we look coordinated without looking like we’re trying too hard. That’s all.”
“Uh-huh.” He stepped closer, peering over my shoulder at the spotless counter. “And the fact that you chose the softest pink known to mankind and stitched my favorite color heart on it? Totally practical. Not cute at all.”
I flicked a tiny drop of water at him without turning around. “Careful, or I’ll reorganize your sock drawer again. Into perfect little color-coded balls this time.”
Nate laughed—that warm, chaotic sound that always seemed to fill the whole kitchen. “You already did that once. I found them yesterday and almost cried from how organized they were. It was beautiful. Terrifying, but beautiful.”
I glanced back at him, biting my lip to hide my smile. The spark in my chest fluttered again, small and shy, like a pink butterfly testing its wings. He was annoying. Still so annoying. But standing here in our matching sweatshirts, bantering like this… it felt lighter than it had in weeks. Almost fun.
“You’re impossible,” I said, drying my hands on the towel and turning to face him fully. My voice came out softer than I meant it to. “But… the sweatshirt looks good on you. The pink heart suits your chaotic heart, I guess.”
His brown eyes softened for half a second, that crooked grin turning just a touch gentler. “Yeah? Well, the navy one looks perfect on you, Princess. Makes your whole pink vibe even pinker. I kinda like it.”
We stood there for a quiet beat, the air between us warm and easy, the tiny spark in my chest glowing brighter than I wanted to admit. Before I could think of something else to tease him about, a firm knock sounded at the front door.
We both turned toward the sound at the same time.
I smoothed the front of my sweatshirt, heart picking up speed for an entirely different reason now. “That must be your family. They’re early.”
Nate rubbed the back of his neck, but his grin stayed in place—nervous now, but still there. “Showtime, huh?”
I nodded, the small, secret spark tucking itself away for safekeeping as we walked toward the door together. Our matching hearts sat side by side, pink and navy, like a quiet promise neither of us had planned on making.
But for now, we had families to greet, smiles to wear, and a whole day of pretending that was starting to feel a little less like pretending every single hour.
The knock came again—lighter this time, but eager. My stomach did a little flip that had nothing to do with the cameras waiting somewhere nearby. I smoothed the front of my pink sweatshirt one last time, the navy heart stitched over my chest feeling suddenly very noticeable. Nate shot me a quick, crooked grin before he reached for the door.
“Ready, Princess?”
I lifted my chin, trying for my usual organized calm. “As I’ll ever be.”
He pulled the door open, and the hallway filled with bright, happy voices.
“Nate!” A girl’s voice burst out first—high, bubbly, and full of pure sunshine. Taylor practically bounced on her toes, her blonde hair swinging in a high ponytail with a bright blue ribbon. At sixteen she still had that energetic sparkle that made the whole room feel lighter. She launched herself at Nate, wrapping her arms around his waist in a fierce hug. “You’re really here! And you’re wearing the sweatshirt! Oh my gosh, the pink heart is so cute!”
Nate laughed, that warm, chaotic sound I was starting to like far too much, and hugged her back just as tightly, lifting her a few inches off the ground for a second. “Easy, Tay. You’re gonna squeeze the life out of me before Mom even gets a turn.”
Behind her, Nate’s parents stepped inside with warm smiles. His mom had the same kind brown eyes as Nate, her hair pulled back in a soft twist. She carried a small gift bag tied with a silver ribbon. His dad looked steady and gentle, shoulders broad like Nate’s would probably be one day, wearing a simple button-down and jeans.
“Oh, sweetheart,” his mom said, pulling Nate into a hug the moment Taylor let go. She held him a second longer than necessary, the way moms do when they’ve missed their boy. “You look happy. Really happy.”
Nate rubbed the back of his neck, that shy half-grin appearing. “Yeah, Mom. We’re… figuring it out.”
His dad clapped him on the shoulder, strong and affectionate. “Proud of you, son. This place looks nice already.”
I stood there for a moment, watching the easy way they moved around each other—like love was the simplest thing in the world. Nate ruffled Taylor’s ponytail, making her squeal and swat at his hand. He took the gift bag from his mom without being asked and set it gently on the counter. The tiny spark in my chest fluttered harder. He was still chaotic, still teasing, but with his family he was soft in a way that made my organized heart feel a little unsteady. Cute. Really cute.
Taylor’s bright blue eyes landed on me next, widening with delight. “Charlotte! You’re even prettier in person! And your sweatshirt—oh my gosh, the hearts match! That is the cutest thing I’ve ever seen!”
Before I could respond, she was across the room, hugging me like we’d known each other forever. She smelled like strawberry shampoo and pure energy. “I’ve been dying to meet you! Nate sent pictures but they didn’t do you justice. Can I ask you a million questions? Mom said I had to wait until we got here, but I’ve been practicing all the way in the car.”
I couldn’t help laughing, the sound light and genuine. “Of course you can. I’d love that.”
Nate’s mom stepped forward next, her smile warm and welcoming as she pulled me into a gentle hug. “It’s so lovely to finally meet you, Charlotte. I’m Natalie, and this is Nate’s dad, Steven. We’ve heard such wonderful things about you on our calls.”
Steven shook my hand with a kind nod. “Pleasure, sweetheart. The apartment already feels like a home. That’s your doing, I bet.”
I felt my cheeks warm. “I just like things organized. Nate’s been… very patient with all my pink touches.”
Taylor plopped herself onto one of the barstools at the kitchen island, swinging her legs like she couldn’t sit still. “Okay, okay—first question! Do you really love pink as much as it looks like you do? Because your dress yesterday in the photos was everything. And what’s your favorite thing about the Center so far? And do you and Nate have any inside jokes yet? He said you call him chaotic sometimes but I think that’s just because he’s funny.”
I sat down across from her, resting my chin on my hand. The spark in my chest grew warmer as I watched Nate lean against the counter beside his mom, listening with that easy, fond grin. “I do love pink—probably more than is reasonable. The rose garden here is my favorite spot so far. And yes, Nate is very chaotic, but… he makes me laugh more than I expected.”
Taylor gasped dramatically. “See? I knew it! He’s secretly sweet under all the mess. Mom, tell her about the time Nate tried to bake cookies for my birthday and set off the smoke alarm twice!”
Natalie laughed softly, eyes twinkling as she unpacked a plate of homemade lemon bars from the gift bag. “Oh, honey, he was so determined. Flour everywhere, chocolate chips on the ceiling. But he stayed up until midnight fixing the second batch just so Taylor could have fresh ones in the morning.”
Nate groaned, but his smile stayed wide and boyish. “Mom, really? On day one of meeting my Match?”
Steven chuckled, settling into a chair. “It’s only fair. Charlotte should know what she’s getting into. Remember the fort he built in the living room when he was ten? Used every blanket in the house and half the dining chairs. We couldn’t find the remote for a week.”
I found myself leaning forward, genuinely charmed. “He built a fort? That sounds… surprisingly adorable.”
Taylor nodded so fast her ponytail bounced. “It was epic! He let me be the princess and he was the knight who kept bringing me snacks. Until he tripped over his own cape and spilled juice everywhere. Mom made him clean it up, but he still made me a crown out of paper.”
Nate rubbed the back of his neck again, ears turning just the tiniest bit pink. The sight made that little spark in my chest flare brighter. He was funny and teasing with me, but with his family he was gentle, patient, the kind of big brother who would stay up late fixing cookies and building blanket forts. It was sweet. Dangerously sweet.
I met his eyes across the island for a second. He gave me a small, crooked shrug—like he was a little embarrassed but mostly happy I was hearing these stories. My crush grew another quiet inch, warm and fluttery, like the pink heart on my sweatshirt was glowing.
Natalie slid the plate of lemon bars toward me with a gentle smile. “We brought these for you both. Nate’s favorite. Thought it might help the first family visit feel a little more like home.”
“Thank you,” I said softly, taking one. “That’s really kind. Nate mentioned how much he misses your cooking.”
Taylor bounced again. “Okay, more questions! What’s your favorite book? Do you like braiding hair? Because I brought all my ribbons and I really want to do yours if you’ll let me. And can we see the balcony? Nate said it has a great view and I want to take pictures for my friends!”
I laughed, the sound easier than I expected. “I love reading—mostly cozy stories with happy endings. And I’d love for you to braid my hair. The balcony is lovely; the fairy lights from last night are still up.”
Nate watched us with that soft, amused expression, arms crossed loosely over his chest so the pink heart sat right in the center. Every time Taylor made me laugh or his mom shared another gentle story about his childhood clumsiness mixed with big-hearted effort, the flutter in my chest grew. He caught my eye again when Taylor dragged me toward the balcony to “scout the best selfie spot,” and the way he smiled at me—like he was glad I was getting along with them—made the tiny crush bloom into something brighter, warmer, scarier in the best way.
We spent the next hour like that—Taylor chattering happily while she sectioned my hair into neat braids with her colorful ribbons, asking a million questions about my favorite colors, my classes, whether I thought Nate snored (he does, a little, but I told her it was cute). Natalie and Steven told more stories: the time Nate tried to “help” with the garden and accidentally planted all the flowers upside down, the family road trip where he insisted on singing every song at the top of his lungs until everyone joined in.
Nate stayed close the whole time, chiming in with teasing corrections or fond eye-rolls, but always gentle with Taylor, always respectful when his parents spoke. He refilled everyone’s water without being asked. He made sure his mom had the comfiest chair. He even let Taylor drag him into a silly pose for her photos, making goofy faces that had us all laughing.
Every small kindness made my heart squeeze tighter. This chaotic, funny boy who drove me crazy in the best and worst ways… he loved his family so openly, so easily. And watching him with them made me like him more than I was ready for.
Taylor finished the last braid with a triumphant “Ta-da!” and clapped her hands. “You look like a princess for real now! Nate, doesn’t she look amazing?”
Nate’s gaze lingered on me a second longer than necessary, brown eyes warm. “Yeah,” he said quietly, voice softer than his usual tease. “She really does.”
My cheeks flushed pink to match my sweatshirt. The crush wasn’t tiny anymore. It was growing, steady and sweet, like the matching hearts we both wore.
Before anyone could say more, another knock sounded at the door—this one firmer, more official.
Nate straightened. “That’ll be the producer, checking in before your family arrives this afternoon.”
I stood, smoothing my new braids, heart still fluttering from the morning. Taylor grabbed my hand with another burst of energy. “We still have so much to talk about! But family weekend is going to be the best ever!”
As Nate moved to open the door, I caught his eye again. He gave me that crooked, chaotic grin—the one that used to annoy me and now made my stomach flip in the nicest way.
For the first time, pretending felt a lot like hoping.
And I didn’t mind one bit.
We all migrated to the living room after the lemon bars disappeared and Taylor had finished fussing with my braids. The new cream candles I’d picked out glowed softly on the coffee table, filling the air with a gentle vanilla scent that mixed perfectly with the faint lemon from the treats. Nate and I sat together on the couch—close enough that our matching sweatshirts brushed. Taylor flopped dramatically onto the oversized floor pillow she’d claimed as her throne, legs kicking happily in the air. Natalie and Steven settled into the two armchairs across from us, looking relaxed and warm, like this was the most natural visit in the world.
I smoothed the hem of my sweatshirt, trying to keep my hands from fidgeting. The tiny crush that had been growing all morning felt even warmer now, especially after watching Nate laugh with his sister and listen so patiently to his parents’ stories. He was still chaotic—his hair still had that messy flip—but with them he was gentle in a way that made my organized heart feel all fluttery and soft.
Natalie leaned forward, her kind brown eyes sparkling with gentle curiosity. “So, tell us honestly… how are you two really doing? We saw the photos from yesterday—the rose garden, the dancing, those matching sweatshirts. It looked so sweet. But we want to know what it’s like when the cameras aren’t rolling.”
Steven nodded, smiling softly. “We remember those first weeks in the Center. It’s not all fairy lights and heart-shaped waffles. There are adjustments. Little things that drive you crazy, and then the bigger things that make you realize why the Matching works.”
Nate shifted beside me, his shoulder brushing mine. Before I could answer, his hand found my knee under the edge of the throw blanket I’d draped across our laps. His palm was warm, steady, fingers resting lightly just above my knee like it was the most natural thing. My breath caught for half a second. The spark in my chest flared brighter—pink and glowing. I didn’t pull away. Instead, I let my own hand rest near his, our fingers almost brushing.
I managed a small, genuine smile. “It’s… been an adjustment. Nate is very… lively. He leaves socks in the most unexpected places, and he has strong opinions about throw pillows.”
Nate chuckled, squeezing my knee gently. “And Charlotte is very organized. She color-codes everything, including my sock balls now. But she also makes killer scrambled eggs and remembers I like extra vanilla in my coffee.”
Taylor giggled from the floor. “Sock balls? Nate, you let her organize your socks? That’s huge!”
Natalie laughed softly, eyes crinkling at the corners. “That sounds exactly like the two of you from what we’ve seen. The important thing is you’re talking about it. Steven and I had our share of… spirited discussions in the beginning.”
Steven reached over and took Natalie’s hand, their fingers lacing together with easy familiarity. “We did. I left my boots by the door every night, and she’d line them up like soldiers. But then we’d sit down like this and talk about the real stuff. The future. What we wanted our life to look like.”
Natalie’s gaze turned warmer, deeper. “Speaking of the future… have you two talked about kids yet? The Matching program emphasizes stable families, healthy little ones. It’s one of the reasons the genetics work so well. Do you have any thoughts on that? How many, what kind of life you imagine giving them?”
My cheeks warmed, but Nate’s hand stayed right where it was—comforting, grounding. The crush fluttered harder. He was listening so carefully, thumb brushing once, lightly, against my leg like he was saying we were in this together.
Nate cleared his throat, but his voice stayed light and honest. “We’ve touched on it. Charlotte’s in the motherhood program, so she knows way more about routines and baby development than I do. I think… maybe two or three? Enough for backyard chaos and family game nights. I want them to have what Taylor and I had—lots of laughter, even if Dad’s jokes are terrible.”
Steven grinned. “Hey now, my jokes got me your mother.”
Taylor sat up straighter on her pillow, eyes wide with excitement. “I want to be the cool aunt who spoils them with ribbons and ice cream! Charlotte, do you want girls or boys or both? Would you do pink nurseries? I could help pick out tiny bows and stuff!”
I laughed softly, the sound coming easier than I expected. Nate’s hand gave another gentle squeeze, and that little spark bloomed warmer, spreading through my chest like vanilla-scented sunlight. “I’d love a mix. Maybe start with one and see. And yes—lots of soft pink and cream, with little organized corners for toys. But I want them to be able to make messes too. Nate’s good at that part.”
Nate’s crooked grin flashed. “See? Teamwork. I’ll handle the chaotic fun, and Charlotte will make sure no one loses a shoe for more than five minutes.”
Natalie’s eyes softened with obvious approval. “That sounds balanced. Healthy. Steven and I always wanted our children to feel safe and loved, even when things got loud or messy. Nate was our wild one—building forts, singing at the top of his lungs on car rides, staying up late to fix cookies when he messed up the first batch. But he has such a good heart. We’re so glad he has someone steady like you, Charlotte.”
Steven nodded, leaning back comfortably. “And you seem like the kind of young woman who’ll keep him grounded without dimming that spark of his. We’ve seen how thoughtfully you’ve made this apartment feel like a home already. The candles, the pillows, those matching sweatshirts… it’s clear you’re putting your heart into this.”
I felt my blush deepen, but I didn’t look away. Nate’s hand stayed warm on my leg, his thumb tracing one slow, absentminded circle that made my stomach do the sweetest little flip. Watching him with his family—teasing Taylor gently, listening to his parents with respect, being soft and open—made the crush grow stronger with every minute. He wasn’t just the annoying boy who flicked crumbs. He was someone who loved deeply, who showed up for the people who mattered. And right now, sitting here with his hand on my knee while we talked about futures and babies and balanced lives… it felt less like pretending and more like the beginning of something real.
Taylor clapped her hands. “Okay, but seriously—when you guys have kids, can I teach them how to braid hair and do the silly dances Nate used to do with me? He was terrible at it, but it was so funny!”
Nate groaned, but he was laughing too, the sound warm and easy. “Tay, you’re never letting me live that down.”
The afternoon slipped by in a blur of laughter and gentle conversation. Taylor eventually ran out of questions only because Natalie reminded her it was time to head out. Nate’s family had a long drive back home, and they needed to leave before it got too late. We all stood near the door, the matching sweatshirts still warm from the cozy hours on the couch.
Taylor threw her arms around me one last time, squeezing tight. “I’m so glad you’re my sister now! Text me pictures of your hair with the ribbons, okay? 
I hugged her back, smiling. “I will. Thank you for braiding my hair and for all the stories. I loved meeting you.”
Natalie pulled me into a warm, motherly embrace next. “You’re exactly what we hoped for him, Charlotte. Keep being patient with our boy—he’s worth it.” She kissed my cheek softly.
Steven shook my hand, then clapped Nate on the shoulder one more time. “We’re proud of you both. Call us soon. We love you.”
Nate walked them out into the hallway, giving Taylor one last playful noogie and hugging his parents tightly. I stood in the doorway watching as they waved and disappeared down the corridor toward the elevator. The apartment felt quieter once the door clicked shut, but the warmth from the morning lingered like vanilla in the air.
Nate leaned against the door for a second, letting out a soft breath. His hand found mine again, fingers lacing gently. “They really like you,” he said quietly, that crooked grin returning. “Especially Taylor. I think she’s already planning your next braid session.”
I squeezed his hand, the little crush in my chest glowing brighter. “I really like them too. Your mom tells the best stories… and you with Taylor…” I trailed off, cheeks warming. “You’re sweet with your family, Nate.”
Before he could tease me about the compliment, another knock sounded at the door—lighter this time, but familiar.
My heart skipped. “That’s probably my family.”




Nate 

The apartment felt strangely quiet after my family left, like the laughter and stories had soaked into the walls and taken some of the tension with them. Charlotte’s new braids with Taylor’s colorful ribbons still swung gently when she moved, and the faint scent of lemon bars lingered in the air. I leaned against the door for a second longer than necessary, my hand finding hers without thinking. Her fingers laced with mine, warm and steady, and that little navy heart on her pink sweatshirt caught the light just right. Annoying how cute it looked on her. Annoying how much I didn’t mind it anymore.
“They really like you,” I said quietly, that crooked grin tugging at my lips even though my chest still felt a little tight from watching her charm my mom and make Taylor laugh like they’d known each other forever. “Especially Taylor. I think she’s already planning your next braid session.”
Charlotte squeezed my hand, cheeks still a soft pink that matched her sweatshirt. “I really like them too. Your mom tells the best stories… and you with Taylor…” She trailed off, biting her lip in that organized, girly way that used to drive me crazy and now just made my stomach do a stupid flip. “You’re sweet with your family, Nate.”
Before I could tease her about the compliment (because I definitely would have), another knock sounded at the door—lighter this time, but familiar. My heart gave a little jump. Charlotte’s eyes widened, that organized calm slipping back into place as she smoothed her braids one more time.
“That’s probably my family,” she said, voice soft but excited.
I nodded, rubbing the back of my neck. “Showtime round two, huh?”
She lifted her chin, that princess posture I used to roll my eyes at now looking kind of… nice. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
I reached for the door, shooting her one last crooked grin. “We’ve got this, Princess. Matching hearts and all.”
The second I pulled it open, the hallway filled with bright, happy energy all over again. Charlotte’s mom stepped in first, pulling her daughter into a warm hug before even saying hello. She had the same bright blue eyes as Charlotte, though softer with years, and her smile was gentle and knowing. Behind her came Charlotte’s dad, steady and kind, carrying a couple of nicely wrapped packages. Then Lydia—blonde hair falling in stylish waves, bright red lips curved in a sassy grin, dressed in a crisp white blouse and dark jeans that made her look put-together but still fun. No baby bump showing yet; she just looked like her usual bright, confident self, already scanning the apartment with curious eyes.
“Char!” Lydia exclaimed, pulling her little sister in for a tight squeeze the moment their mom stepped back. “Look at you in that adorable sweatshirt. Navy heart and everything—someone’s been playing house nicely.” She winked, red lips quirking higher. “And you braided your hair? Taylor’s work, I bet. You look like a pink princess who finally found her chaotic knight.”
Charlotte laughed, cheeks flushing as she hugged her back. “Lyds, stop. It’s just comfortable for family day.”
Their dad chuckled, stepping forward to give Charlotte a gentle side hug. “The place looks wonderful already, sweetheart. You always did have a knack for making things feel like home.”
I stood there, hands in my pockets, watching the easy way they moved around each other. Charlotte’s family felt warm, organized in that loving way—like they had routines and inside jokes but still left room for teasing. Her mom turned to me next, pulling me into a hug that smelled faintly of vanilla and home-baked cookies.
“Nate, it’s so lovely to finally meet you in person,” she said, stepping back with a kind smile. “We’ve heard such nice things on our calls. You’re even taller than Charlotte described.”
I rubbed the back of my neck, flashing my crooked grin. “All that chaotic energy has to go somewhere, I guess. Nice to meet you too, Mrs. Thomas—er, I mean, Andrews now? Still getting used to that.”
Lydia snorted, red lips twitching as she looked me up and down. “Chaotic is right. Char’s been dropping hints about sock balls and crumbs, but I see you’re wearing the matching sweatshirt without protest. Progress, doctor boy. I approve… for now.”
Charlotte shot her sister a playful glare. “Lyds, be nice.”
“I am being nice,” Lydia said, flipping her blonde waves over one shoulder with dramatic flair. “Just making sure he knows I’ve got my sassy big-sister eyes on him. Hurt my baby sister, and I’ll reorganize his entire medical textbook collection into alphabetical order by symptom. Slowly.”
We all laughed, the sound filling the apartment and easing the last bit of nerves in my chest. Charlotte’s dad set the packages on the counter with a gentle smile. “We brought a few things for you both. Nothing too fancy—just some little welcomes to the family.”
Charlotte’s eyes lit up as she smoothed her sweatshirt and stepped closer. “Gifts? You didn’t have to do that.”
Her mom waved a hand. “Of course we did. Open them, sweetheart.”
The first package was from her parents—a soft cream throw blanket with delicate pink edging, perfect for the couch, and a set of matching vanilla-scented candles that made the whole living room smell even cozier. Charlotte hugged the blanket to her chest, smiling wide. “These are perfect. Thank you.”
Lydia handed over her gift next, a sleek little organizer pouch filled with pretty pens, sticky notes in soft pastel shades, and a tiny framed photo of the two sisters from when they were younger—Charlotte in pink, Lydia with her signature red lips even back then. “For all that organizing you love to do,” Lydia said, voice teasing but warm. “And so you don’t forget your favorite pain-in-the-butt sister while you’re playing house with Mr. Chaotic over here.”
Charlotte laughed and pulled her into another hug. “I could never forget you, Lyds. Even if you are sassy.”
We all settled into the living room after that. Taylor’s ribbons still bright in Charlotte’s hair, our matching sweatshirts side by side on the couch. Charlotte’s mom shared a funny story about the time Charlotte tried to organize the entire family pantry at age ten, labeling every jar and then rearranging them by color and expiration date—only to have Lydia sneak in and switch a few labels for fun.
“She was so mad when she found the ‘flour’ was actually powdered sugar,” Lydia added, red lips curving into a bright, sassy grin. “She chased me around the house with a wooden spoon, yelling about proper categorization. Mom had to hide the baking supplies for a week.”
Charlotte groaned but laughed, cheeks pink. “I was trying to help! And you ruined my system.”
Their dad chuckled. “And then there was the great pink phase when she was six—everything had to be pink, including her dad’s work tie for picture day. He wore it proudly, of course.”
I leaned back, arm resting casually along the back of the couch behind Charlotte, listening as the stories flowed. Every tale painted her as organized, girly, a little bossy in the cutest way—and it made that warm spark in my chest glow brighter. She was still annoying sometimes. Still called me chaotic. But hearing how much her family loved her, how she lit up around them… yeah. I kind of got it now.
Charlotte caught my eye during one of the laughs, her blue eyes soft and a tiny smile playing on her lips. I gave her knee a gentle nudge under the throw blanket—our secret little signal that we were doing okay at this whole pretending-to-be-perfect thing. Except it didn’t feel like pretending quite so much anymore.
Lydia noticed, of course. She raised one perfectly shaped brow, red lips quirking. “Look at you two with the secret glances. Cute. Just remember, Nate—if those sock balls ever stop appearing, I’ll know you’re slacking.”
I laughed, holding up my hands. “Message received, big sister. I’ll keep the chaos to a minimum.”
The afternoon slipped by in easy conversation and more laughter. When it was finally time for them to head out, Charlotte walked them to the door, hugging each one tightly. Lydia pulled her in last, whispering something that made Charlotte’s cheeks flush pink again before she stepped back with a wink.
“Love you, Char. Call me later—and send pictures of that nursery when you start planning it.”
We waved as they disappeared down the hall toward the elevator. The apartment settled into quiet once more, but the warmth from both families lingered like vanilla and lemon bars.
Charlotte turned back to me, braids swinging, navy heart on her chest catching the light. She looked… happy. Really happy.
I stepped closer, that crooked grin returning. “Your family’s pretty great too, Princess. Especially that sassy sister of yours.”
She rolled her eyes, but her smile stayed soft. “They liked you. Even Lydia.”
“Yeah?” I reached out and gently tugged one of her ribboned braids. “Guess we’re not completely terrible at this matching thing after all.”
For once, neither of us argued. We just stood there in our matching sweatshirts, the tiny spark between us glowing steadier than before, while the afternoon light painted everything soft and pink and navyThe apartment felt strangely quiet after both families had left, the echoes of laughter and stories still hanging in the air like vanilla and lemon bars. Charlotte’s new braids with Taylor’s colorful ribbons swung gently when she moved, and the navy heart on her pink sweatshirt caught the soft afternoon light every time she breathed. I leaned against the kitchen counter, watching her straighten the throw pillows one last time, that familiar organized calm settling back over her. She looked… content. Happy, even. And that little spark in my chest—the one that had been growing all day—fluttered again, warm and annoyingly real.
Before I could say something teasing about her pillow-fluffing obsession, my phone buzzed on the counter. I glanced at the screen. Unknown number. I frowned, but answered anyway, stepping a few paces toward the balcony door for a bit of quiet.
“Hello?”
“Nate?” The voice on the other end was soft but urgent—Emma’s. I recognized it instantly from our study sessions and the easy way she’d laughed in class. “It’s Emma. From med biochem. I… I heard about what’s happening with you and Charlotte. The forced love for the cameras, the spokes-couple thing. The whole Matching program using you two as propaganda. Is it true?”
My stomach tightened. I rubbed the back of my neck, glancing over at Charlotte, who was now arranging the new cream candles with careful precision. She hadn’t noticed yet. “Yeah,” I said quietly, keeping my voice low. “It’s true. Director Mason made it pretty clear—we smile, we hold hands, we pretend it’s all perfect, or our families pay for it. Jobs, contact, everything on the line.”
There was a short pause on her end, then Emma’s voice dropped even softer, almost a whisper. “Can you keep a secret, Nate? A really big one?”
I hesitated for half a second, heart picking up speed. Charlotte was humming softly under her breath now, the sound light and girly, completely unaware. “Yeah,” I said. “I can keep a secret.”
Emma let out a shaky breath. “I’m the leader of an underground rebellion. We’ve been working against the Matching program for months—quietly at first, but it’s time to push back. We’re starting a protest tonight. Nothing violent, just enough to show the Center that not everyone is happy being told who to love and how to live. I want you to join us. You don’t have to pretend anymore, Nate. Not with us.”
The words hit like a rush of fresh air after being stuck in that pink-and-navy apartment for weeks. Pretending every single day. Smiling for cameras while wondering if Charlotte’s little hand squeezes and soft smiles were real or just for show. Wondering if she actually liked the chaotic mess of me, or if she was just as trapped and annoyed as I sometimes felt. The spark between us was growing, sure—but so was the doubt. And the rebellion? It sounded like freedom. Like breathing again.
“I’m in,” I said quickly, the decision snapping into place before I could overthink it. “Tell me where and when. I’ll be there.”
Emma’s voice brightened with relief. “Tonight, at the old rose garden entrance after dark. Wear something dark—no logos, nothing that stands out. We’ll explain everything when you get there. Thank you, Nate. This means more than you know.”
I ended the call, pulse racing. Charlotte was still in the living room, fluffing the last pillow, her back to me, the matching hearts on our sweatshirts looking almost too perfect under the fairy lights from last night. For a second I almost told her—almost walked over and said something honest for once. But the words stuck. She was happy right now, surrounded by family warmth and those little sparks we’d been building. Dragging her into this, risking her family too… I couldn’t do it. Not yet.
I grabbed my dark hoodie from the hook by the door, shrugging it on. My sneakers were already by the entrance. Heart hammering, I moved fast and quiet.
Charlotte turned just as I reached for the handle. “Nate? Where are you—”
I didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop. The rebellion, the protest, the chance to stop pretending—it pulled me forward like gravity.
“Sorry, Princess,” I muttered under my breath, yanking the door open. “I’ll be back later.”
I rushed past the threshold and pulled the door shut behind me, the click echoing down the hallway as I broke into a jog toward the stairs. No explanation. No backward glance. Just the pounding in my chest and the promise of something real waiting in the dark.
Tonight, I wasn’t going to be the spokes-couple poster boy anymore. Tonight, I was going to fight back.





Charlotte 

            The door clicked shut behind Nate with a finality that made my stomach twist. I stood there for a long moment, still in my pink sweatshirt with the little navy heart stitched over my chest, the colorful ribbons Taylor had braided into my hair brushing softly against my shoulders. He hadn’t even looked back. Just “Sorry, Princess” and gone—rushing out like the apartment was suddenly too small, too organized, too… us.
            I smoothed the front of my sweatshirt, fingers tracing the navy heart without thinking. Suspicion prickled at the back of my neck, cool and unwelcome. Where could he possibly need to go this late? After both families had left, after the warm laughter and stories and matching hearts? It didn’t feel right. Not after the way his hand had rested on my knee earlier, steady and almost real.
With a quiet sigh, I turned back to the living room. The cream candles still glowed softly on the coffee table, filling the air with gentle vanilla. I needed something to do with my hands—something familiar and orderly—so I started cleaning. I fluffed the throw pillows again, lining them up just so. I wiped down the kitchen counter even though it was already spotless, folding the dish towel into perfect thirds. The lemon bars from Nate’s mom were tucked neatly in the fridge, and I straightened the new blanket his family had brought, smoothing every wrinkle until it lay exactly right.
            When the counters sparkled, and every surface felt calm again, I changed into my favorite pink pajama set—the soft one with the little white bows—and curled up on the couch with my book. The cozy story with its happy endings usually settled me, but tonight the words blurred. My eyes kept drifting to the door. Nate’s dark hoodie was missing from the hook. He’d left without his usual teasing grin or even a proper goodbye.
An hour slipped by. Maybe more. The fairy lights on the balcony twinkled faintly through the window, and I turned another page, trying to lose myself in the words. The apartment felt too quiet without his chaotic footsteps or that warm, annoying laugh.
Then—BOOM.
            A huge explosion rocked the night somewhere outside. The windows rattled. My book tumbled to the floor as I shot upright, heart slamming against my ribs. The sound had come from the direction of the rose gardens, muffled but powerful enough to shake the walls. Smoke? Or was that my imagination?
            “Nate…” I whispered, pressing a hand to my chest. He was out there. Somewhere. I didn’t even know where he’d gone. What if he was near whatever had just happened? What if—
            The speakers in the hallway crackled to life, the calm voice of the Matching program cutting through the sudden silence, urgent but controlled.
            “Attention all residents. This is an immediate evacuation order. Please exit the building calmly using the nearest stairwell. Proceed to the designated assembly area in the main courtyard. Do not use the elevators. Repeat—this is an evacuation. Exit the building now.”
            My hands trembled as I grabbed my white slippers and pulled them on over my pink pajama bottoms. I didn’t bother with a robe; there wasn’t time. I rushed to the door, heart racing, the ribbons still in my hair swinging wildly. Nate. I had to find him. He had to be okay.
            The hallway was already filling with confused voices and the shuffle of footsteps. I stepped out and nearly collided with Mia, who was hurrying from her apartment in soft lavender pajamas dotted with tiny white daisies, her hair in a messy half-up style. Cash was right beside her, tall and protective in gray sweatpants and a simple white tee, his cowboy boots pulled on hastily over bare feet. He had one arm around Mia’s shoulders, guiding her gently but firmly.
            “Char!” Mia’s eyes widened when she saw me. “Are you okay? That explosion—it sounded awful!”
            “I’m fine,” I said quickly, though my voice shook. “But Nate—he left right after my family went home. He didn’t say where he was going. What if he’s out there?”
            Cash’s expression turned serious, his gentlemanly calm wrapping around us like a steady hand. He shrugged off the light jacket he’d grabbed and draped it gently over Mia’s shoulders first, then looked at me with kind concern. “It’s gettin’ cold out there with the night air, ladies. Stay close. I’ll keep an eye on both of you till we find Nate. No arguments.”
Mia leaned into him gratefully, her daisy-patterned pajamas brushing his side.                                                                                                             “Thank you, Cash.”
            We moved together down the hallway toward the stairwell, the evacuation announcement repeating overhead in that measured tone. Other residents spilled out in their nightclothes—soft robes, pajama sets, slippers slapping against the floor. Cash kept one hand lightly on Mia’s back and glanced back at me every few steps, making sure I stayed with them. The cool draft from the open stairwell door brushed my arms, raising goosebumps under my thin pink sleeves, but Cash’s protective presence made the chill feel a little less sharp.
            My mind kept spinning back to Nate—his crooked grin, the matching hearts on our sweatshirts, the way he’d rushed out without a word. Please let him be safe. Please let him already be heading to the courtyard.
We reached the stairs and started down, the three of us moving in a small, determined cluster. Cash stayed close, shielding us from the growing press of people, his voice low and reassuring. “Almost there. Just keep moving nice and steady.”
            The night air grew stronger as we neared the exit, carrying the faint scent of smoke mixed with the usual Center gardens. My pink pajamas felt too light against the chill, ribbons still fluttering in my braids, but I kept my chin up, organized calm fighting against the worry twisting in my chest.
            We pushed through the final doors and stepped out into the main courtyard with the rest of the residents, the cool night wrapping around us like a too-thin blanket. The explosion’s aftermath lingered in the distant glow and muffled shouts, but for now, we were out. Safe. Together.
            I scanned the crowd desperately for a familiar messy head of hair and that chaotic, crooked grin, my heart still pounding beneath the little navy heart I’d left behind on my sweatshirt upstairs.
            Nate, where are you?
            The cool night air wrapped around my thin pink pajama set like an unwelcome hug, raising goosebumps along my arms beneath the little white bows. My slippers crunched softly on the courtyard gravel as Mia, Cash, and I joined the growing crowd of residents spilling out of the building. Fairy lights still twinkled faintly from yesterday’s Valentine decorations, but now they cast uneasy shadows over worried faces in robes and nightclothes. The distant glow and faint scent of smoke lingered somewhere near the rose gardens, and my stomach twisted tighter with every passing second.
            Nate wasn’t here. I scanned the sea of sleepy Matches again and again—searching for his messy hair, that crooked grin, the dark hoodie he’d thrown on so quickly—but he was nowhere. The ribbons Taylor had braided into my hair felt suddenly childish and out of place against the chill and the fear creeping up my spine.
            A crisp voice crackled over the outdoor speakers, calm yet commanding, the same tone used for every Matching announcement.
            “Attention all residents. For your safety and to ensure every Match is accounted for, please proceed in an orderly fashion to the central check-in tables locatedont the east side of the courtyard. Each Match pair must sign in together. This is mandatory. Repeat—every Match must sign in immediately.”
            Mia slipped her hand into mine, her lavender daisy pajamas brushing my arm. “Come on, Char. We’ll find him. He probably just stepped out for air or something.”
            Cash stayed close on her other side, his white tee and gray sweatpants looking rumpled from sleep, but his shoulders were squared in that steady, gentlemanly way. He kept one protective arm lightly around Mia while glancing back at me. “Stay with us, Charlotte. We’ll get this sorted.”
            We moved with the flow toward the glowing check-in tables, where agents in crisp navy blazers waited with clipboards and tablets. My heart hammered harder with every step. When our turn came, Mia and Cash signed in quickly, Cash’s handwriting neat despite the haste. I stepped up alone, fingers trembling as I wrote my name.
            The agent looked up, eyebrows lifting slightly. “And your Match, Mrs. Andrews?”
“Nate,” I said, voice smaller than I wanted. “Nathan Andrews. He… he isn’t here yet. He left the apartment earlier tonight and hasn’t come back. I don’t know where he went.”
The agent’s expression didn’t change, but she tapped something into her tablet.                         “Understood. Please wait here for a moment.”
Before I could protest, two other agents appeared at my sides—polite but firm. “Mrs. Andrews, if you’ll come with us, please. We just need to ask a few questions in a quieter area while we locate your Match.”
Mia started forward, but Cash gently held her back, his voice low and protective. “We’ll be right here, Char. Holler if you need us.”
            I nodded, swallowing hard, and let the agents guide me away from the crowd toward a small side building I’d never noticed before. The door opened into a plain, windowless room with a single table and two chairs. The overhead light buzzed softly, too bright after the dark courtyard. One agent left, closing the door with a quiet click, while the other—a woman with sharp features and a tight bun—sat across from me.
            “Charlotte,” she began, voice smooth but edged, “we understand your Match left the apartment suddenly this evening. Can you tell us exactly what happened before he departed? Any unusual behavior? Any conversations about the Matching program or… dissatisfaction with the system?”
I sat up straighter in my pink pajamas, the white bows suddenly feeling far too girly for this cold little room. “He just said he’d be back later. That’s all. Nate’s… Nate. He’s chaotic sometimes, but he wouldn’t do anything dangerous.”
            The agent leaned forward slightly. “Has he ever expressed resentment toward the Matching process? Mentioned wanting to resist the program? Spoken with anyone who might hold rebellious views?”
            My cheeks flushed hot with anger, the organized calm I clung to cracking. “No! He’s been doing everything asked of us—smiling for the cameras, wearing the matching sweatshirts, talking about the future with our families. Are you accusing him of rebellion? That’s ridiculous. Nate would never put our families at risk like that. He cares about them. He cares about… us figuring this out.”
            The words tumbled out sharper than I intended, my hands fisting in my lap. How dare they sit here in their stiff blazers and question him like this—question us—when we’d been trying so hard? The little navy heart on the sweatshirt I’d left upstairs suddenly felt like proof. We had matching hearts. We’d held hands under the blanket. We’d laughed with both families today. Nate wasn’t a rebel. He was just… Nate. My annoying, funny, secretly sweet Match.
            The agent’s eyes narrowed, pen hovering over her clipboard. “We only want to ensure everyone’s safety, Mrs. Andrews. If he’s involved in anything that could endanger the Center—”
            “He’s not,” I cut in, voice rising with defensive heat. “He left quickly, yes, but that doesn’t mean he’s against the system. Stop twisting this into something it’s not. Nate is my Match. We’re trying to make this work. That’s all.”
            My heart pounded so loudly I was sure she could hear it. Outside, the courtyard murmurs continued, but in this secret room, the air felt thick and wrong. Nate, wherever you are… please come back soon. Please be okay.
            I lifted my chin, pink ribbons still swaying in my braids, and met the agent’s gaze without flinching. They could question all they wanted. I wasn’t going to let them turn my chaotic boy into a villain. Not tonight. Not ever.
            The lady purses her lips and stands, “ The Center is on fire. You have a lot to lose. This is a lot to risk over a boy.”
             My throat starts to close, “ I've lost a lot, but I know I won't lose him. I couldn't even if I wanted to.” I look up, and she seems displeased with my answer, which makes me feel proud of it.
            She sighs, walks to the door, and opens it. I assume she's leaving,g but she pauses and looks over her shoulder, “ At this moment, not most of the rose gardens are probably gone, and they may attack elsewhere. Pray that your boy isn't involved, because not much can save him if he is.” 
            She finally left. The walls spin as everything finally processes. Nate's gone, things are on fire, possibly more soon. I tuck my head between my knees to try to calm down, but I end up hyperventilating. What did Nate say the other day, inhale for four seconds, hold it for four, exhale for four, hold it for four again, or at least I think that's it. I'm pretty sure he called it box breathing. I try it, and I feel my head clear. Thanks,s Nate.
            I'm left alone for at least four hours, and I get scared that I'll never leave this dark, shadowy box. I start to sob and cry, I know I look a mess when I see the knot to the door turn, but I don't care. That mean woman walks in suddenly, “ Mrs. Andrews?”
            I stand, tears streaming down my face, “ Yes?”
            “ We found him.” She says, as if it's beneath her to even tell me.
            A weight is immediately lifted from my shoulders, “ Where is he?”
            She smirks, “Your perfect boy is waiting for you in the courtyard. He claims he was going for a walk, and when he heard the explosion, he hid, but he thought the stuff was handled, which it isn't, and he came looking around the crowd.”
            “ Was he looking for me?” I ask, hopefully.
            She laughs, “ If your name is Emma, then yes. At least that's who everyone said he had been asking for.”
            Emma. Of course. I hate that name. The E must be for evil. He has got some explaining to do, after I know he's safe,e of course.
            “ Take me to see him. Now!” I say, standing and walking up to her.
            She sighs, long and exasperated, as if my pain is an inconvenience to her, “ Ok then.”
            She walks out the door, and I dry my eyes, following her. I ignore her jab about Emm, but anger courses through my veins, mingling with the relief already there. I pray that he's ok and safe. Most of all, I pray he had nothing to do with that fire.




Nate

	The night air tasted like smoke and secrets.
I kept my head down, dark hoodie pulled low, weaving through the scattered crowd in the courtyard. Shouts and flashing emergency lights painted everything in harsh reds and blues, but my eyes kept scanning for one person. Emma. She’d said the old rose garden entrance after dark. That was before the explosion ripped through the night and turned everything into chaos.
My heart hammered against my ribs. Part of me still couldn’t believe I’d left Charlotte standing there in her pink pajamas, braids swinging, without a single explanation. But the rebellion… it had felt like breathing for the first time in weeks. No more forced smiles for the cameras. No more pretending the Matching system was perfect when it had trapped both of us.
A small figure slipped out from behind a row of emergency vehicles. Blonde hair tucked under a dark cap, cream sweater swapped for a plain black jacket. Emma. She caught my eye and jerked her chin toward the side of the nearest building—one of the maintenance sheds that backed up to the gardens. I followed without a word.
The second we rounded the corner, she grabbed my sleeve and pulled me deeper into the shadows between the brick wall and a stack of empty crates. The smell of charred roses still clung to the air.
“You made it,” she whispered, green eyes bright even in the dim light. “I wasn’t sure you would after the explosion.”
I rubbed the back of my neck, pulse still racing. “You said it was going to be peaceful. A protest. Signs and chants, not… whatever that was.”
Emma’s lips curved into a small, knowing smirk. “Plans change when the Center decides to send agents in early. Things got heated faster than we expected.” She tilted her head, studying me. “So… do you want out now? No hard feelings. This life isn’t for everyone.”
I thought of Charlotte waiting back in the apartment, probably organizing pillows to calm her nerves. I thought of Director Mason’s threats, our families’ futures dangling like bait. Then I thought of the spark I’d felt tonight—the first real choice I’d made in weeks that wasn’t dictated by the Matching program.
“No,” I said firmly. “I’m not out. I’m in.”
Her smirk softened into something almost proud. “Good. Because we’re not stopping, tonight was only the beginning. The next step is bigger. We hit their main propaganda hub—the broadcast center on the east side of campus. We expose the forced spokes-couple narrative, the threats to families, and the way they’re using genetics to control an entire generation. Quiet at first, then loud enough the whole world hears.”
I nodded, the chaotic energy I usually tried to shove down now buzzing under my skin in a useful way. “What do you need from me?”
Emma glanced over her shoulder, checking the shadows before leaning closer. “Insider information. You and Charlotte are their golden couple now. You’re in the apartment they monitor least because they think you’re playing along perfectly. You hear things. You see the schedules, the director’s movements, and how they plan the next public appearances. I need you to feed us that. Dates, times, security changes—anything that helps us stay one step ahead.”
My stomach twisted for half a second. Charlotte’s face flashed in my mind—those bright blue eyes, the way she’d defended us to the agents even when she didn’t know the full truth. But then I remembered the cameras, the fake smiles, the way our families could lose everything if we stepped out of line.
“I can do that,” I said, voice steady. “On one condition. Charlotte can’t be a part of it.”
Emma’s expression flickered with understanding. “Smart. Keep her in the dark for now. The less she knows, the safer she is if things go sideways.” She squeezed my arm once, quick and reassuring. “You’re doing the right thing, Nate. For all of us. For the future we actually choose.”
Before I could answer, distant voices and the crackle of radios grew louder. Emma’s head snapped toward the sound.
“I have to go,” she whispered urgently. “They’re sweeping the area. Meet me at the old fountain behind the library tomorrow night at ten. Same rules—dark clothes, no logos. I’ll have more details then.”
She slipped away like smoke, melting into the shadows between buildings before I could even nod.
I stayed pressed against the wall for another long minute, heart pounding, the weight of what I’d just agreed to settling over me. Rebellion. Real rebellion. Not just angry words in an apartment, but plans, steps, risks.
And Charlotte… I’d have to keep lying to her, at least for now.
I pulled my hood lower and stepped back into the chaos of the courtyard, already scanning for her pink pajamas and ribboned braids. She was probably worried sick. Probably furious.
I owed her an explanation.
But the truth? That would have to wait a little longer.
The courtyard was still buzzing with worried voices and the low hum of emergency lights when I stepped out from the shadows. My eyes swept over the crowd—robes, pajamas, sleepy faces wrapped in blankets—and then I saw her.
Charlotte stood near one of the check-in tables, the colorful ribbons Taylor had braided into her hair now loose in her fingers. She was carefully untwisting the last braid, letting the soft waves fall around her shoulders. Even in her pink pajama set with the little white bows, she looked put-together, like she’d been trying to stay calm by fixing something small and familiar.
She glanced up.
Our eyes met across the yard.
For a second, everything else faded—the smoke, the agents, the distant glow where the rose gardens used to be. Relief melted across her face so fast it made my chest tighten. Her blue eyes widened, her lips parted, and then she was moving.
She ran.
I barely had time to open my arms before she crashed into me. I caught her tight, one hand pressing between her shoulder blades, the other cradling the back of her head. She smelled like vanilla and the faint trace of smoke that clung to everything tonight. Her arms wrapped around my waist like she was afraid I might disappear again.
“You’re okay,” she whispered against my hoodie, voice shaky but warm. “You’re really okay.”
I held her closer, chin resting on top of her head. “Yeah, Princess. I’m here.”
We stayed like that for a long moment, the chaos of the courtyard swirling around us. Then she pulled back just enough to look up at me. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes still shiny with leftover tears.
And then—smack.
Her small hand connected with my cheek in a sharp, stinging slap.
I blinked, more surprised than hurt.
“Don’t you ever do that again!” she yelled, voice cracking with a mix of anger and relief. A few heads turned our way, but I barely noticed. “You can’t just run out in the middle of the night after everything we went through today with our families, without a single word! I was terrified, Nate! I thought something awful had happened to you, and then the explosion—” Her voice broke. “You have to tell me where you’re going. You can’t leave me standing there wondering if you’re hurt or… or worse. I can’t do that again.”
I rubbed my cheek, but I couldn’t stop the crooked grin that tugged at my lips. Even furious, with her hair half-unbraided and her pink pajamas rumpled, she was still the most organized storm I’d ever met.
Her eyes narrowed at my smile. “Why are you smiling? This isn’t funny!”
Before I could answer, she stepped forward again and wrapped her arms around me a second time, hugging me just as tightly as before. I let out a soft laugh and hugged her back, resting my cheek against her hair.
“I’m sorry,” I murmured, meaning it more than she probably realized. “I won’t do that again. Not without telling you.”
She squeezed me once more, then stepped back, smoothing the front of her pajama top like she could organize away the last few hours. “Good. Because next time I might organize all your socks into one giant ball and hide it.”
I grinned wider. “Threat noted, Princess.”
The outdoor speakers crackled to life before she could reply.
“Attention all residents. The situation has been contained. The area is now safe. Please proceed in an orderly fashion to the central check-in tables to sign in with your Match. Once accounted for, you may return to your apartments. Thank you for your cooperation.”
Charlotte slipped her hand into mine without thinking, fingers lacing tight, as if I were a toddler she can’t trust to wander off. We walked toward the glowing tables together, shoulders brushing. Mia and Cash spotted us and waved us over, both of them looking relieved.
But the moment we reached the table, the same sharp-featured agent with the tight bun stepped forward, clipboard in hand.
“Mr. Andrews,” she said, voice smooth but firm. “A word, please. In private.”
Charlotte’s grip tightened on my hand. “He’s with me. We’re signing in together.”
The agent didn’t blink. “Everything is safe now. Residents may return to their apartments. However, we still need to speak with Mr. Andrews about his whereabouts this evening. Standard procedure after an incident. It won’t take long.”
Mia stepped closer, her lavender daisy pajamas brushing Charlotte’s arm. “We’ll stay with Char until you’re done, Nate. No arguments.”
Cash gave me a steady, gentlemanly nod, his arm already resting protectively around Mia’s shoulders. “We’ve got her. Go on and get it sorted.”
Charlotte looked up at me, worry flickering in her blue eyes again. I gave her hand one last squeeze and offered the crooked grin I knew annoyed her most.
“I’ll be quick, Princess. Promise. Save me a spot on the couch for when I get back.”
She hesitated, then nodded, letting my fingers slip from hers. “You’d better be.”
The agent gestured toward the small side building I’d seen earlier. I followed her, glancing back once to see Charlotte walking between Mia and Cash, her ribbon-less braids swinging softly as she kept looking over her shoulder at me.
Inside the plain room, the door clicked shut behind us. The agent sat down across the table, pen poised over her clipboard.
“Mr. Andrews,” she began, “let’s talk about where you really were tonight.”
I leaned back in the chair, forcing my expression to stay easy and chaotic.
This was going to be interesting.
The fluorescent light buzzed overhead like an angry bee. The small windowless room felt even smaller as the door clicked shut behind me. The agent sat across the plain table, her tight bun not moving an inch as she clicked her pen and opened her clipboard.
“Mr. Andrews,” she began, voice smooth but edged like a scalpel, “let’s talk about where you really were tonight. You left your apartment shortly after your wife’s family departed. You did not inform Charlotte of your destination. Then an explosion occurred near the rose gardens. Care to explain?”
I leaned back in the metal chair, forcing my usual crooked grin even though my heart was still racing from everything that had just happened with Emma. “I went for a walk. Needed some air after all the family stuff. You know how it is—lots of smiling, lots of matching sweatshirts. A guy can only handle so many coordinated hearts in one day.”
The agent’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t smile back. “A walk that lasted several hours? Past curfew? Past the explosion that shook half the Center?”
I shrugged, rubbing the back of my neck like I was just some clueless med student. “Time got away from me. I heard the boom, figured something was wrong, and hid for a bit. Didn’t want to get caught in whatever mess was happening. When things quieted down, I headed back toward the courtyard. That’s when I started asking around for Charlotte. Guess I got turned around in all the chaos.”
She tapped her pen against the clipboard, studying me like I was a slide under a microscope. “You were heard asking for someone named Emma. Multiple residents confirmed it. Not your Match. Not your wife. Emma.”
My stomach did a little flip, but I kept the grin in place. “Emma’s a classmate. We have medical biochemistry together. I figured if anyone knew where Charlotte was, it might be someone from our study group. Panic makes you ask weird questions, right?”
The agent leaned forward slightly. “And yet you left without a word to Charlotte. After spending the entire day with both families, wearing those matching sweatshirts, talking about futures and nurseries. It seems… out of character for a devoted spokes-couple.”
I laughed softly, the sound a little too loud in the quiet room. “Look, we’re still figuring this whole Matching thing out. One minute we’re laughing with my little sister braiding Charlotte’s hair, the next I’m feeling crowded. I needed five minutes to breathe. That’s all. I didn’t think it would turn into… whatever this was.”
She wrote something down, slow and deliberate. “Director Mason expects better from you two. The world is watching the spokes-couple. Your families are counting on you to set an example. Any more unexplained absences, any more ‘walks’ that coincide with unfortunate incidents, and we will have to reevaluate the support we provide your loved ones. Jobs can shift. Contact can become… limited.”
The threat landed exactly where she meant it to. I thought of Mom’s warm hugs, Taylor’s ribboned ponytail, Charlotte’s dad chuckling over stories, Lydia’s sassy grin, and the tiny life she was carrying. My grin faltered for half a second before I forced it back.
“Message received,” I said, voice steady. “No more unscheduled walks. I’ll stick close to Charlotte from now on. We’re a team, right?”
The agent closed her clipboard with a sharp snap. “See that you do. You’re free to go. Sign in with your Match and return to your apartment. And Mr. Andrews?”
I paused at the door.
“Next time you feel the need for air, take your wife with you. The Center prefers its golden couple… visible.”
I gave her a mock salute and stepped out into the cooler night air. My cheek still stung faintly from Charlotte’s slap, but the real weight sat heavier in my chest—the promise I’d just made to Emma, the lies I’d have to keep telling, and the girl waiting for me who deserved better than half-truths. I stepped back into the courtyard, but the check-in tables were almost empty. Charlotte had already left. Guilt hit hard. After everything today—our families, the hugs, her running to me and slapping me and hugging me again—she’d had to walk back alone while I was stuck answering questions.
I signed in quickly, my messy scrawl beside her neat handwriting, then headed upstairs.
The apartment was quiet and smelled of vanilla candles and lemon bars. Charlotte had curled up on the couch in her pink pajama set, one braid half-undone, the colorful ribbon trailing across the cushion. She looked small and exhausted, her cheek resting on her folded hands.
I grabbed the cream throw blanket our parents had given us and draped it gently over her, tucking it around her shoulders. She stirred with a tiny sigh but didn’t wake, one hand clutching the soft pink edge like an anchor.
“Sorry, Princess,” I whispered. “I’ll explain… when it’s safe.”
I turned off the lamp, leaving only the faint balcony fairy lights, and slipped down the hall. After changing into gray sweatpants and a plain tee, I climbed into our empty bed and stared at the ceiling.
The rebellion hummed in my head—Emma’s plan for the broadcast center, the need for insider details only I could get. It felt like real freedom after weeks of fake smiles and matching hearts. Still, I couldn’t back out. Not with our families’ jobs and futures on the line.
I closed my eyes, the weight of both choices, fight it or fake it, pressing down. Tomorrow I’d face her. Smile as if nothing had changed. Keep the secret a little longer. For now, at least she was safe under that blanket, sleeping peacefully while I carried the chaos for both of us.




Charlotte

	The soft morning light filtered through the balcony curtains, painting the living room in gentle pinks and creams. I blinked awake on the couch, the cream throw blanket still tucked around my shoulders exactly the way I liked it—edges smoothed, no wrinkles. For a moment, the events of last night felt like a hazy dream: the explosion, the evacuation, the long hours in that cold little room with the sharp-featured agent, the relief that crashed over me when they finally said they’d found Nate.
I sat up slowly, smoothing my pink pajama top with the little white bows and running my fingers through my half-undone braids. The colorful ribbons Taylor had woven in yesterday now lay scattered across the cushion like forgotten confetti. My chest still felt tight with leftover worry, but the apartment was quiet and safe again. Vanilla candles and lemon bars lingered faintly in the air, grounding me.
I folded the blanket neatly, placed it over the back of the couch, and padded into the kitchen on bare feet. Organizing always helped. I pulled out the eggs, a fresh loaf of bread, and the pretty pink mixing bowl I’d chosen last week. Scrambled eggs with a touch of vanilla—Nate’s favorite, even if he’d never admit it. Maybe if I kept things normal, the knot in my stomach would loosen.
The pan warmed on the stove as I cracked the eggs, whisking them into soft yellow ribbons. My mind kept drifting back to the agent’s smirk when she mentioned Emma. Emma. The name still tasted sour. I knew exactly who she was—the blonde girl from Nate’s medical biochemistry class, the one with the cream sweater and easy laugh who had leaned in so close over notebooks that day in the café. The one who had tugged on his arm and walked out with him while I stood there holding my lemonade. Suspicion prickled again, cool and unwelcome, but I pushed it down like a stray pillow that refused to stay fluffed.
Footsteps sounded down the hallway—familiar, a little chaotic even in the quiet. Nate appeared, hair still sleep-messy, wearing gray sweatpants and a plain tee that somehow looked him effortlessly. He rubbed the back of his neck, that crooked grin tugging at his lips like he was testing whether it still fit after everything.
“Morning, Princess,” he said, voice rough with sleep but trying for light. “You didn’t have to sleep on the couch.”
I kept whisking, focusing on the perfect swirl in the bowl. “I must have dozed off waiting for you. The agent said you were… on a walk?” I glanced up, keeping my tone even, organized. “What really happened last night, Nate? You left right after my family went home. No explanation. Then the explosion, the evacuation, hours of questions… and you were asking for Emma? I know who she is—the blonde from your biochemistry class. The one who walked out of the café with you that first week.”
He leaned against the island, arms crossed loosely, but I caught the tiny flicker in his brown eyes—something guarded, quick as a shadow. “Yeah, about that. I just needed some air after all the family stuff. Matching sweatshirts, nursery talk, the whole coordinated hearts thing. It got crowded in here. I walked farther than I meant to, heard the boom, and hid as any smart person would. When it quieted down, I started looking for you. Asked around, I guess. Emma’s just someone who usually knows what’s going on, so if anyone knew what to do, it was her. That’s all.”
I poured the eggs into the pan, stirring gently so they’d stay soft and fluffy, not a single lump. The story sounded neat enough—almost too neat, like one of my color-coded lists. But his grin was the same chaotic one that used to annoy me and now made my stomach do that annoying little flip. Still, the way he’d vanished without a word, the way the agent had watched me like I was hiding something, and the memory of Emma tugging his arm in the café… suspicion tugged harder.
I plated the eggs beside two slices of perfectly toasted bread, adding a few apple slices fanned out just so, and slid the plate across the island to him. “It scared me, Nate. I thought something awful had happened. And then sitting in that room for hours, wondering… especially after seeing how comfortable you two looked together that day.” I smoothed my pajama top again, organizing the moment the only way I knew how. “Just… next time, tell me where you’re going. Even if it’s for air. We’re supposed to be figuring this out together, remember? Matching hearts and all.”
He took the plate, his fingers brushing mine for half a second—warm, steady, the same hand that had rested on my knee under the throw blanket yesterday. “I’m sorry, Charlotte. Really. I won’t do that again without saying something. Promise.” His voice sounded genuine, that funny, chaotic edge softening into something almost sweet. He forked a bite of eggs and gave me the crooked grin. “These are perfect, by the way. You always nail the vanilla.”
I let the suspicion settle back into its neat little box for now. He was here, safe, eating the breakfast I’d made. The explosion was contained. Our families were counting on us to look like the golden couple. Pushing too hard this morning wouldn’t help anyone.
“Good,” I said softly, starting to clean the whisk with precise little wipes. “Because I might organize all your socks into one giant ball again if you disappear like that.”
He laughed—that warm, boyish sound that filled the kitchen—and the tension in my shoulders eased just a fraction. “Threat noted, Princess.”
We ate in companionable quiet for a few minutes, the fairy lights on the balcony still twinkling faintly from last night. When he finished, he rinsed his plate and headed back down the hallway to change. A few minutes later, he reappeared in dark jeans and a simple tee, bag slung over one shoulder, looking every bit the med student ready for class. No matching sweatshirt today—just Nate, messy hair and all.
“Heading out?” I asked, drying my hands on the dish towel folded into perfect thirds.
“Yeah, Anatomy waits for no one.” He paused at the door, rubbing the back of his neck again. “Thanks for breakfast. And… for not staying mad forever.”
I nodded, offering a small smile that felt mostly real. “Have a good day. I’ll see you after classes.”
He gave me one last crooked grin and slipped out, the door clicking softly behind him.
The door clicked shut behind Nate, and the apartment settled into its familiar quiet. I stood at the counter for another moment, staring at the plate he had rinsed—edges perfectly aligned in the drying rack, as if that small effort could make everything feel normal again. The suspicion still tugged at the edges of my mind like a loose ribbon, but I pushed it aside and began cleaning up. I wiped the counter until it sparkled, folded the dish towel into perfect thirds, and placed the pink mixing bowl back in its spot. The order helped. It always did.
Once the kitchen gleamed, I headed to our room and changed out of my pink pajama set. I chose a pair of comfortable jeans and my soft pink sweater—the one with the delicate white trim along the cuffs that always made me feel put-together. I brushed out the last of the colorful ribbons from my hair, letting the soft waves fall around my shoulders, and touched up my lipstick with a quick swipe of blushing pink. There. Better.
I wandered back into the living room, smoothing the front of my sweater, and paused by the balcony window. The morning light spilled across the courtyard below, catching on the paths where students were already heading to classes. My eyes drifted over the familiar green spaces, and then I saw her.
Emma.
Blonde hair tucked neatly under a cream cap, the same soft blue sweater from that day in the café hugging her shoulders. She walked with easy confidence, a notebook tucked under one arm, heading toward the science buildings. My stomach twisted. Before I could think better of it, I grabbed my keys and slipped on my white flats, hurrying out the door.
The hallway felt too long, the stairs even longer, but I caught up to her just as she reached the edge of the courtyard path. My pink sweater stood out against the morning bustle, but I didn’t care.
“Emma!” I called, my voice steadier than I felt.
She turned, green eyes widening slightly in surprise before settling into polite curiosity. “Charlotte, right? Nate’s… Match.”
“Yes.” I stopped in front of her, hands clasped neatly in front of me. “I wanted to ask you something. Do you know where Nate was yesterday? He refuses to tell me.” I lie
Emma’s expression stayed smooth, though her fingers tightened just a fraction on her notebook. “Oh, last night? We actually ran into each other at the little store on the east side of campus. He was picking up a few things—said he needed some air after the long day with your families. We chatted for a minute about class notes, nothing important. Then the explosion happened. Nate took off right away—he said he was heading straight home to check on you. But when he got there, you had already left for the courtyard because of the evacuation order. So he started looking for you, asking everyone if they’d seen you. That’s all I know. He seemed really worried.”
I stood perfectly still, smoothing the front of my pink sweater with one hand while my mind turned over her words like mismatched puzzle pieces. He went shopping? Nate had told me he left for a walk because the apartment felt crowded after family day. He never mentioned the store. And if he had run straight home after the explosion like Emma said, why had it taken so long for him to appear in the courtyard? Also, Nate hates shopping; we didn’t need groceries, and there were no new ones at home. Why had the agents kept me waiting for hours? The details refused to line up neatly, no matter how politely Emma smiled.
Still, I kept my voice gentle and organized, the way I arranged throw pillows. “I see. Thank you for telling me. I was just worried after everything that happened. We’re trying to make this Matching work, you know? For our families.”
Emma nodded, her smile polite but quick. “Of course. Tell Nate I said hi—and that we should compare those biochemistry notes again soon. Take care, Charlotte.”
She turned and continued down the path, her steps light and unhurried. I stood there for a long moment, watching her blonde hair disappear around the corner. The loose thread in Nate’s story had just pulled tighter. Shopping at the store? Running straight home? Asking everyone for me? None of it matched the simple “I went for a walk” he had given me over breakfast. Something was off—something bigger than a simple need for air.
I smoothed my sweater one more time, lifted my chin, and started back toward the apartment. My steps were measured, graceful, but my mind raced ahead, organizing every mismatched detail into careful piles.
Nate had some explaining to do when he got home. And this time, I wasn’t letting the suspicion stay neatly boxed away.
I stood there a moment longer after Emma disappeared around the corner, the cool morning air brushing against my pink sweater. The pieces refused to line up, no matter how neatly I tried to arrange them in my mind. Shopping at the store? Running straight home? It all felt… off. Like a crooked picture frame I couldn’t quite straighten.
With a quiet sigh, I smoothed the front of my sweater one final time and turned back toward the apartment building. There was no point standing in the courtyard letting suspicion bloom like unchecked weeds. I had errands to run—things that would keep my hands busy and my thoughts organized.
First, I stopped by the small campus market, carefully selecting fresh vanilla beans for the kitchen, a new set of pastel sticky notes in soft pinks and creams, and the softest cream yarn I’d been eyeing for a baby blanket. I added a few extra spools just in case Lydia’s little one arrived sooner than expected. The shopkeeper smiled as I paid. “Planning something special?”	
I returned the smile politely. “Just a little blanket for my sister’s baby. Everything has to be just right.”
Then I walked to the post office drop-box and mailed a cheerful card to Lydia along with the tiny pair of pink booties I’d ordered online—something small, sweet, and perfectly organized with a little bow on each toe. I slipped the receipt into my bag and whispered to myself, “She’ll love these.”
After that, I made my way to the campus library to return two books I’d finished and browse the cozy romance section for something new to read in the evenings. I chose a gentle story with soft pastel covers and happy endings, tucking it carefully under my arm. On the way back, I stopped at the flower stand near the rose gardens—what was left of them after last night’s explosion—and chose a small bunch of pale pink tulips to brighten the apartment. “These will look lovely on the coffee table,” I told the vendor as I paid.
Each task was careful and deliberate: the list was checked twice, items were folded neatly into my reusable bag, and steps were measured on the winding paths lined with early spring flowers. The errands filled the hours, keeping my hands and mind occupied, but the quiet hum of doubt still followed me like a loose ribbon trailing from my braid.
By mid-afternoon, I spotted Mia coming out of her building, her lavender daisy sweater looking as cheerful as ever. She waved when she saw me, and I hurried over, the tulips swaying gently in my bag.
“Char!” Mia pulled me into a quick hug, her voice soft with concern. “How are you holding up after last night? That explosion was terrifying. Cash and I were so worried when we couldn’t find you and Nate right away. You looked so shaken when the agents took you for questioning.”
I hugged her back, grateful for the familiar comfort of my best friend. “It was awful, Mia. I was stuck in that cold little room for hours, answering the same questions over and over while they tried to figure out where Nate had gone. I kept thinking the worst… that something had happened to him in the explosion. And then when they finally brought him back, he said he’d just gone for a walk because the apartment felt crowded after our families left.” I smoothed the front of my pink sweater, keeping my voice steady. “I’m still a little shaken. The whole night felt so chaotic, and I hate not knowing exactly what happened. The agent kept asking if he’d said anything strange, and then she mentioned Emma… I saw them together in the café that first week, and now this. It just doesn’t feel right.”
Mia squeezed my arm gently, her blue eyes full of sympathy. “Oh, Char, I can’t even imagine. Cash kept saying everything would be okay, but I know how much you like things organized and safe. Did Nate explain anything this morning? You two seemed okay when we signed in last night, but I could tell you were upset.”
“He said it was just a walk for air,” I replied, biting my lip. “That he needed space after all the family talk and matching sweatshirts. He promised he wouldn’t disappear like that again without telling me. But… I don’t know, Mia. Something feels off. I ran into Emma this morning and asked her about it. She said they ran into each other at the store last night, and after the explosion, he went straight home looking for me. But the timing doesn’t match what he told me. I’m trying not to overthink it—we’re supposed to be making this work for our families—but it’s hard.”
Mia nodded, rubbing my shoulder soothingly. “I get it. Cash and I had our own little stress last night, too—he kept checking on me every five minutes, which was sweet but made me even more nervous. If you need to talk more or want to come over for tea later, I’m right down the hall. We can reorganize my throw pillows or something girly to make you feel better. You don’t have to carry this alone, okay?”
I managed a small, genuine smile. “Thank you, Mia. That means a lot. I think I just need to keep busy today—errands help. But I’ll definitely take you up on tea soon. Maybe tomorrow afternoon?”
“Perfect,” she said brightly. “Text me when you’re free. And give Nate a chance to explain fully. You two looked so cute yesterday with your families. Don’t let one scary night undo all that progress.”
We hugged once more, and Mia headed off toward her afternoon class with a little wave. I continued on my way, dropping the tulips at the apartment before making one last stop at the stationery shop for a new planner insert. The errands stretched the afternoon into early evening, each small task helping me feel a little more in control.
By the time the sky deepened into soft twilight and then full dark, I had returned to the apartment for good. I arranged the fresh tulips in the pretty crystal vase on the coffee table, changed into my gray baggy sweatpants and a soft pink shirt, and curled up on the couch with a book. The cream throw blanket lay perfectly folded over the back. The fairy lights on the balcony twinkled gently. I tried to lose myself in the story, but my eyes kept drifting to the door.
Hours passed. The apartment grew quieter, the only sounds the soft tick of the clock and the occasional rustle of pages. I fluffed the pillows for the third time, straightened the candles, and glanced at the clock again. Late. Much later than Nate’s usual return from classes and study sessions.
Finally, I heard the familiar sound of the key in the lock.
The door opened.
Nate stepped inside, bag still slung over his shoulder, hair slightly mussed from the day, that crooked grin already forming on his lips as if nothing at all had happened.
I set my book down slowly, rose from the couch, and looked straight at him.
“Liar.”




Nate


The word hit me like a slap I’d been waiting for all day.
“Liar.”
Charlotte stood there in the middle of the living room, in sweatpants and a top, looking too soft and too perfect against the way her blue eyes pinned me in place. The fresh tulips she’d arranged on the coffee table sat there all neat and pretty, like they were judging me, too. My bag slid off my shoulder and hit the floor with a dull thud. Guilt slammed into my chest so hard I almost took a step back. My stomach twisted, nerves firing like I’d just chugged three energy drinks and then remembered I was supposed to be the golden spokes-couple tonight.
I rubbed the back of my neck, forcing that crooked grin I knew annoyed her most. “Whoa, Princess. Rough day with the errands or something?” My voice came out light, but inside my pulse hammered against my ribs. She knew. Or at least she thought she did. The rebellion, Emma, the broadcast-center plan I’d agreed to last night in the shadows—it all flashed through my head in a sick rush. If she connected the dots, if she even guessed I was sneaking out again tonight… our families’ jobs, the calls, the whole future Director Mason had dangled like a threat. Gone. Just like that.
She didn’t smile back. She crossed her arms, that organized posture of hers straight as a ruler, and tilted her chin the way she did when she was about to sort every mismatched detail into perfect little piles. “Don’t ‘Princess’ me, Nate. Not tonight. You lied to me this morning. You lied about where you were last night, and I’m done pretending I believe the walk-for-air story. The explosion, the agents questioning me for hours, Emma’s name coming up like it was nothing… and now you stroll in here at nine-thirty like everything’s fine? What are you really hiding? Are you—” Her voice dropped, but it still cut. “Are you involved in the rebellion? Is that why you disappeared? Why did you ask for her?”
I blinked, acting confused like I’d practiced in the mirror on the walk home, but my palms were already sweaty. Rebellion. She said it out loud. The word hung there between us like smoke from last night’s explosion. Guilt clawed higher. Charlotte—pink, girly, organized Charlotte who fluffed pillows to calm down—was standing here accusing me of blowing up rose gardens and plotting against the Matching system. And she wasn’t wrong. Not completely. I’d joined Emma because the forced smiles and family threats had finally cracked something in me. But I couldn’t let her see that. Not if I wanted her safe. Not if I wanted Mom and Taylor, and her pregnant sister, Lydia, to keep their lives.
“Rebellion?” I laughed, but it sounded forced even to me. I stepped closer, rubbing my neck again, trying to look like the same chaotic guy who’d eaten her vanilla eggs this morning. “Charlotte, come on. You really think I’m out there plotting explosions? Me? The guy who can barely keep his socks in the drawer? I told you this morning—I needed air after all the family stuff. The matching sweatshirts, the nursery talk, the way our moms kept smiling like we were already perfect. It got heavy. I walked too far, heard the boom, and hid as any normal person would. Then I looked for you. Asked around. Emma’s just a classmate who knows campus stuff. That’s it. I’m sorry it scared you. I really am. We settled this over breakfast, didn’t we? You made the eggs, and I promised no more disappearing without a word. We’re good. Golden couple, remember? For our families.”
She didn’t soften. Her fingers tightened on her arms, that soft pink fabric bunching under them. “We are not good, Nate. And don’t you dare bring up breakfast like it fixes anything. I talked to Emma this morning. She said you two ran into each other at the campus store last night. You told her you needed air after family day, you chatted about biochemistry notes, and then, after the explosion, you headed straight home to check on me. Straight home. But you told me you just went for a walk and hid. No store. No notes. And if you went straight home as she said, why did it take hours for you to show up in the courtyard? Why were the agents keeping me in that room for so long? Nothing lines up. You’re lying to me. Again.”
Internally, I panicked—heart slamming so loud I was sure she could hear it. Emma’s story. Of course, she’d given Charlotte the polished version to cover for me. The store, the notes, the “straight home” line—it was all to keep the rebellion quiet. But now the pieces were crashing together in Charlotte’s organized brain, and she was sorting them into a pile labeled “Nate is a liar.” Sweat prickled at the back of my neck. I had to shut this down. Fast. Before she dug deeper and found the real truth: the meeting behind the maintenance shed, Emma’s plan for the broadcast center, and me feeding insider info because Director Mason’s threats had pushed me over the edge.
“Charlotte, listen—” I kept my voice steady, stepping closer like I could smooth this the way she smoothed her throw blanket. “Emma’s version sounds off because… look, the whole night was chaos. Smoke everywhere, people shouting, agents everywhere. Maybe she mixed up the timeline. I did stop by the store quickly—grabbed a water or something, I don’t even remember—but it wasn’t a big thing. I told her I was heading home to you, but then the evacuation hit, and everything got turned around. I was looking for you the whole time. Asking anyone who’d listen. That’s why it took so long. I’m not lying about the important stuff. I’m here. Safe. With you. We’re figuring this Matching thing out, right? For our families. For the baby Lydia’s having. I wouldn’t risk that. You know me better than that.”
She stared at me, those bright blue eyes searching my face like she could reorganize my words into something that made sense. She wasn’t buying it. I could see it in the way her lips pressed together, that little organized frown she got when a pillow wouldn’t stay fluffed. Guilt twisted harder in my gut. Lying to her felt worse than the explosion's smoke had last night. She was trying so hard—making breakfast, running errands, keeping everything pink and perfect while the world pressed down on us. And here I was, sneaking out again in ten minutes if I could just distract her.
My eyes flicked to the clock on the wall. 9:30. Emma was waiting at the old fountain behind the library at ten. Dark clothes, no logos. Insider details about the next spokes-couple appearance. I couldn’t miss it. Not with the rebellion just starting to feel like something real.
I forced a lighter tone, rubbing the back of my neck one more time and flashing the crooked grin that usually made her roll her eyes. “Hey, look, I know this isn’t settled for you yet. But it’s late, and we both had a long day. Why don’t you pick out a movie? Something cozy with those happy endings you like. I’ll go change real quick—get out of these clothes from class—and we can watch it together. No more talking about last night. Just us, on the couch, like normal. Sound good?”
She narrowed her eyes, suspicion still sharp as those tulips on the table. “This isn’t over, Nate. Not even close.” But she turned anyway, grabbing the remote and clicking the TV on with a soft huff. The screen lit up with some pastel romance cover, the fairy lights on the balcony twinkling behind her like they were on her side tonight.
Relief hit me fast—mixed with more guilt that tasted like ash. I didn’t wait. I slipped down the hallway, heart still racing, and shut the bedroom door as quietly as I could. In under a minute, I yanked off my jeans and tee, shoving them into the hamper so she wouldn’t notice later. Black hoodie, black joggers, black sneakers—nothing with logos, nothing that stood out. I pulled the hoodie low over my messy hair, grabbed my keys from the nightstand, and listened at the door. The TV played soft dialogue from the living room. Her back was to the hall; I could see the pink of her lounge set from the crack in the door.
Sorry, Princess, I thought, the guilt squeezing tighter. I slipped out, sneakers silent on the floor, and eased the front door open just enough to slide through. The click when it shut behind me felt too loud, but the TV kept playing. No footsteps. No “Nate?”
I jogged down the hall, nerves buzzing under my skin like the chaotic energy I usually laughed off. Charlotte was back there waiting, trusting me less with every second, and I was running toward Emma and the rebellion again. For the families. For something bigger than matching hearts and vanilla eggs. But the lie sat heavy in my chest the whole way down the stairs and out into the cool night air.
This wasn’t over. Not for her. And deep down, I knew it wasn’t over for me either.
The cool night air hit my face the second I stepped outside the building, but it did nothing to calm the guilt still churning in my stomach. Charlotte’s “Liar” echoed in my head like a perfectly organized accusation I couldn’t smooth away. I pulled my black hoodie lower and broke into a jog, sneakers quiet on the path. Every step felt heavier than the last. She was back there in our pink-and-cream apartment, remote in hand, pretending to watch a movie while suspicion piled up like her neatly folded throw blankets. And here I was, sneaking out again. For the rebellion. For the chance to actually choose something instead of smiling for the cameras and Director Mason’s threats.
I kept my head down, sticking to the shadows between buildings. The campus was quieter now, fairy lights from last night’s Valentine chaos still twinkling faintly in the distance. My heart hammered harder the closer I got to the old fountain behind the library. Ten o’clock. Emma had better be there.
She was.
Emma leaned against the stone edge of the fountain, blonde hair tucked under a dark cap, plain black jacket zipped high. Her green eyes caught the faint moonlight as I slowed to a walk. She smirked the second she saw me, that knowing little curve of her lips that always made her look two steps ahead.
“Well, well,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck as I caught my breath. “You nearly tipped off Charlotte today, you know that? She cornered me the second I got home. ‘Emma said you were at the store. Emma said you headed straight home.’ I had to lie through my teeth to patch it up. Thanks for the extra chaos, by the way.”
Emma laughed softly, the sound light but edged. “Oops. I had to give her something believable when she asked. You disappeared after family day, an explosion happens, and suddenly you’re asking for me in the courtyard? She was already suspicious. I kept it simple—store, notes, you rushing home to your perfect Match. Guess I should’ve coordinated our stories better.” She tilted her head, studying me. “Did she buy it?”
“Not even a little.” I leaned against the fountain beside her, arms crossed. “She laid out every mismatched detail like she was organizing her sticky notes. The timing, the store, when I hate shopping, the hours she spent with the agents… She straight-up asked if I was in the rebellion. I played confused, reassured her we settled it this morning over vanilla eggs, but she wasn’t having it. I barely got out the door by distracting her with a movie.”
Emma’s smirk softened into something almost sympathetic. “She’s sharper than the program gives her credit for. Pink bows and perfect braids, but that organized brain of hers doesn’t miss much. You’re going to have to be careful, Nate. If she keeps pushing…”
“I know.” The guilt twisted again. “She doesn’t deserve this. None of it. But if I tell her the truth, she’s at risk too. Our families…” I shook my head. “Anyway. What’s the plan? You said the broadcast center is next.”
Emma nodded, glancing around once to make sure we were still alone. “Three months from now. The big spokes-couple interview. Director Mason is rolling it out worldwide—live stream, full propaganda push. They want you and Charlotte front and center, smiling about how perfect the Matching system is, talking futures, nurseries, healthy babies, the whole coordinated-hearts package. Security will be tighter than usual, but that’s where we come in.”
She pulled a small notebook from her jacket pocket, flipping it open under the faint light. “Here’s what we need from you. The exact date and time they lock in—probably mid-July, but confirm when they send the schedule. Any changes to the broadcast lineup, guest list, or security sweeps. Where the cameras will be placed, how long the segment runs, and especially any private prep meetings you two have with Mason beforehand. We want to slip in during the live feed—expose the threats to families, the forced smiles, the way they’re using genetics to control everyone. Quiet sabotage at first, then loud enough, so that the whole world hears.”
I listened, nodding along while my mind raced. Three months. That gave me time to keep Charlotte in the dark, keep playing the chaotic-but-devoted husband. “I can get the schedule. They send us updates for every appearance now. Charlotte’s already planning outfits—probably matching pink and navy again. I’ll feed you the details as soon as I have them. Anything else?”
We went back and forth for a while, voices low. Emma wanted backup routes in case the main entrance got locked down, ideas for small distractions during the interview to buy time, and confirmation on whether any other spokes-couples would be there as backup. I told her about the family weekend coming up soon—how both sets of parents would be watching, how we had to look even more perfect than usual. She made notes, her green eyes sharp and focused. The longer we talked, the more the rebellion felt real instead of just angry words in the shadows. Freedom. Choice. No more Director Mason dangling our families like bait.
Finally, I checked the time on my phone. Almost eleven. “I should head back. Charlotte’s probably still fuming on the couch. If I’m gone much longer, she’ll reorganize my entire sock drawer into one giant suspicious ball.”
Emma tucked the notebook away, but her expression shifted. She tilted her head, listening. Distant footsteps—multiple, heavy. Guards on perimeter sweep. Flashlights swept the far edge of the courtyard, cutting through the dark.
“Patrol,” she whispered urgently. “They’re early tonight. Come on—follow me. Don’t run. Just walk normally, but stay close.”
I fell in step beside her, heart kicking up again. We slipped between buildings, taking a side path that curved away from the main campus lights. Emma moved like she’d done this a hundred times, quiet and sure. The guards’ voices faded behind us as we crossed the outer edge of the Center grounds and kept going, just beyond the official perimeter.
She stopped in front of a small, unassuming apartment building tucked behind some trees—nothing fancy, just quiet and off the main paths. “In here,” she said, pulling out a key.
We slipped inside, up one flight of stairs, and into a modest unit. It was simple—a neat couch, a small kitchen, a couple of framed maps on the wall that looked hand-drawn. No pink anywhere. No throw pillows. Definitely not Charlotte’s style.
I closed the door behind us and leaned against it, exhaling. “Where’s your Match? Does he know about all this, or are we keeping him in the dark, too?”
Emma laughed, soft and genuine, as she shrugged off her jacket and hung it on a hook. She pulled off the cap, letting her blonde hair fall loose. “I don’t have one. Never did. When I turned eighteen, I faked my own death—staged a hiking accident with help from my parents. They told the Center I was gone, and I disappeared from the system. Been working with them in the rebellion ever since. I just drop into classes when I need to recruit—blend in, find people who look as trapped as we felt. No apartment on campus, no forced smiles, no matching hearts. Just this.”
She gestured around the small space with a wry smile. “Home sweet hidden home.”
I stared at her, the pieces clicking. No wonder she moved so easily in the shadows. “That’s… brave. Risky, but brave.”
Emma shrugged again, but her green eyes were steady. “Had to be done. The system was never going to let me choose. So I chose for myself. And now I help others do the same.” She glanced toward the window, where distant flashlight beams still swept the perimeter. “You can’t go back tonight. Patrols are heavy after last night’s explosion. They’ll be checking apartments, looking for anyone out late. You’ll have to stay here until morning. The couch is yours. I’ve got a spare blanket.”
I hesitated only a second. Charlotte was going to be furious tomorrow—another disappearance, another lie piling up. But getting caught sneaking back right now would be worse. “Yeah. Okay. Thanks. I’ll crash on the couch.”
She disappeared into the back room for a moment and returned with a thick gray blanket, tossing it to me with a small smile. “Get some rest. We’ll figure out how to get you back in without raising flags in the morning. And Nate… be careful with Charlotte. She cares more than she lets on. Don’t let the rebellion break her too.”
I nodded, the guilt settling heavy again as I spread the blanket over the couch. “Night, Emma.”
“Night.” She gave me one last look, then slipped into her room, closing the door softly behind her.
I kicked off my sneakers, stretched out on the couch, and pulled the blanket up. The apartment was quiet except for the faint hum of the fridge. My mind kept spinning—Charlotte waiting back home, the interview in three months, Emma’s story about faking her death. The rebellion felt bigger now. Realer. But so did the lie I was living.
Sleep took a long time to come. When it finally did, it was restless, filled with pink bows, mismatched stories, and the sound of Charlotte’s voice calling me a liar one more time.
            I wake up and forget where I am for a moment, but then I see Emma come walking out of her room, whispering on the phone. She and I make eye contact, and she mouths, “ Good morning!” I nod and hike my thumb at the door, and she nods. I take that as my c,ue and I leave.
            I spent the entire time I walked home thinking about how I could explain it to Charlotte. I can't let her know about the rebellion. It's just too dangerous. I know she would want to join, and I know I would hate it if something happened to her. 
            I can't find a believable reason, even as I stand outside of our apartment door. I can't wait out here anymore. I do have to get my bag for class. I take a steadying breath and turn the handle to the door. 
            As soon as the door clicks open, I hear footsteps come sprinting down the hallway. She rounds the corner and comes tand screeching halt. 
She glares at me, fury radiating from every inch of her being. She looks like she didn't sleep at all last night.
            “ You leave.  You lie. You promise not to do it again. I guess you just lied again. What happened? Where did you go last night, and don't you dare lie to me again, Nathan Daniel Andrews. Don't. You. Dare.”            I rub the back of my neck and look at the floor,          
           “ I can't tell you.”
            can’t tell you She looks hurt, betrayed, and quite possibly murderous. I expect her to yell. I want her to yell. Instead, she slowly turns around and walks to our room. I hear a soft click of that door locking, and I feel ashamed for hurting her like this. But I know I'm sparing her from the dangers I'm now involved in. I grab my bags, not bothering to change, and walk out the door. 



Charlotte

The grocery bags swing as I walk home from shopping. I usually take the fastest route but I feel like delaying going home. I hear the sound of footsteps run up behind me. I turn and see Charlotte running towards me. I smile, “ Hey Mia.”
Her smile faltered, “ Hey yourself. I haven't seen you in a while. What's going on?”
“ Ugh, it's just Nate.” I sigh, “ He lied and then lied about lying. I haven't really spoken to him in…about three months. And he still hasn’t told me the truth.”  Mia simply listened to me vent my concerns. I know I can do this if I have my best friend, even if the apartment feels emptier every single day. 
We walked the rest of the way home in comfortable quiet, the summer sun warm on my shoulders. When we reached the apartment door, Mia gave me one last gentle squeeze before heading to her own place. I slipped inside, set my tote on the counter, and began putting everything away with careful, practiced movements—strawberries in the front of the fridge, vanilla beans in their little glass jar, cream lined up neatly beside the milk.
The living room light was on. Nate sat on the far end of the couch, remote in hand, watching some sports game with the volume low. His leg bounced in that restless way of his, eyes fixed on the screen like it could drown out everything else. He didn’t look up when I came in. I didn’t expect him to.
I moved to the kitchen and quickly made dinner—simple grilled chicken with a light lemon glaze, steamed vegetables arranged in pretty little sections on each plate, and a small side of vanilla rice because I knew he liked it even if he never said so anymore. The motions were automatic, soothing. Pink apron tied neatly at my waist, everything organized on the counter before I plated the food.
“Dinner’s ready,” I said, voice polite and even, the same tone I used for the cameras.
He gave a short nod without turning around. “Thanks.”
I set his plate on the coffee table within easy reach and took mine to the small table by the balcony window. We ate separately, the only sounds the faint cheers from the game and the soft clink of my fork against porcelain. I kept my posture straight, chewing slowly, tasting nothing. When I finished, I washed my plate, dried it, and put it away in perfect alignment with the others. Nate’s plate sat untouched on the table for a long moment before he finally picked it up and carried it to the sink without a word.
Later, we moved through the bedtime routine like two shadows in the same room. I changed into my soft pink pajama set with the little white bows, brushed my hair into a neat low bun, and slipped under the covers on my side of the bed. Nate changed in the closet and climbed in on his side, back turned toward the middle as always. The space between us felt wider than the entire summer.
Neither of us said goodnight.
Sleep came slowly, the quiet pressing in until morning finally arrived.
The next day dawned bright and warm, summer light spilling across the balcony like it had no idea what today meant. I woke first, as usual, and moved through my morning routine with quiet precision—shower, light makeup in soft pinks, hair brushed into gentle waves with a matching ribbon. I chose my favorite interview dress: the soft pink one with delicate white trim along the neckline and hem, the fabric flowing just enough to look girly and put-together without trying too hard. Everything had to be perfect today.
Nate stirred a few minutes later. He dressed quickly in the navy button-down and dark jeans the program had suggested, running a hand through his messy hair until it looked intentionally chaotic. When he stepped out of the closet, I noticed the way his shoulders sat a little too tight, the faint bounce in his step that wasn’t his usual restless energy. His jaw flexed once, twice, like he was chewing on words he wouldn’t say.
He looked anxious. More anxious than usual before an interview.
I smoothed the front of my dress one final time, keeping my voice cool and distant the way the last three months had taught me. “You ready? We should leave soon so we’re not late.”
He nodded, grabbing his keys. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
We walked to the studio in silence, the summer breeze brushing my skirt and carrying the faint scent of roses from the gardens. I kept my steps measured and graceful, tote bag light on my arm. Every few seconds, I glanced sideways at him. That anxious tightness around his eyes, the way his fingers kept flexing at his sides—it was more than ordinary interview nerves. But I told myself it was just the broadcast-center pressure. The live feed. The whole world is watching.
Nothing more.
Nothing I was allowed to ask about anymore.
We reached the studio doors. I lifted my chin, pasted on the bright, enthusiastic smile the cameras loved, and stepped inside beside him, pink dress swaying softly with every organized step. I grab his arm, and I feel him tense even more beside me as I lace our fingers together. And we walk in.
Today, we would smile, answer every question perfectly, and show the world the golden couple they wanted to see.




Nate

            The studio lights were too bright, the kind that made everything look fake and polished. I kept my hand laced with Charlotte’s as we walked onto the set, her fingers stiff and cold against mine. She was wearing that soft pink dress she’d pressed perfectly this morning, the one with the delicate white trim that made her look every bit the girly spokes-couple the world wanted to see. I’d thrown on the navy button-down they suggested, but my shoulders felt tight, my leg already wanting to bounce. Three months of this polite silence between us, and now the whole planet was about to watch us pretend we were golden.
            Charlotte’s chin was lifted, her posture straight as always, but I could feel the anger humming under her skin. She hadn’t said a real word to me since last night’s locked door and my useless “I can’t tell you.” She was still furious, and I didn’t blame her. I hated every second of it.
            Director Mason stood off to the side, arms crossed, giving us one last sharp nod. The interviewer—a slick guy in a gray suit with a too-wide smile—gestured us toward the plush couch. We sat, close enough for the cameras but with that careful inch of space Charlotte always left when the lenses weren’t rolling. Her pink skirt brushed my knee once before she smoothed it down with precise little movements.
            “Welcome, everyone,” the interviewer began, voice warm and practiced as the red lights blinked on. “We’re live from the Broadcast Center with the Matching program’s shining spokes-couple, Nate and Charlotte Andrews. Three months into their journey, and the world is watching. Let’s start with something simple. How has the Matching system strengthened your relationship over these past three months?”
            Charlotte’s hand stayed in mine for the cameras, but her grip was rigid. She turned her head toward me with that bright, practiced smile—the one that didn’t reach her eyes anymore.
            I rubbed the back of my neck with my free hand, forcing my usual crooked grin. “Well… we’ve definitely learned to appreciate each other’s differences. Charlotte’s organization keeps everything running smoothly, and my… energy keeps things interesting.”
            She gave a small, crisp nod, her voice cool and even when she added, “Exactly. We balance each other in ways we didn’t expect at first.”
            The interviewer laughed like we’d said something adorable. “Beautiful. And what are you most looking forward to in your future together?”
            Charlotte didn’t even glance at me this time. Her posture stayed perfect, pink dress flowing just right under the lights. “Building a stable home, of course. Supporting each other through our careers and creating something lasting.”
            I nodded along, adding, “Yeah, growing together. Taking it one day at a time.”
Two questions down. My leg wanted to bounce harder, but I kept it still. Charlotte’s fingers hadn’t relaxed once. She was mad—still so mad—and sitting here smiling like we were perfect was killing her. It was killing me too.
            The interviewer leaned forward, eyes sparkling for the worldwide feed. “Lovely. One more before we open it up—what small, everyday moment makes you realize how lucky you are to be Matched?”
            Charlotte turned her face toward the camera with that soft, girly glow she’d perfected for every appearance. Her voice came out warm and sweet, the way she’d practiced. “Every morning when—”
            A loud crash cut her off.
            The side doors burst open. Masked figures in dark clothes poured in—four, five, moving fast and silent. One slammed into the nearest cameraman, knocking him out cold with a quick strike. Another grabbed the interviewer by the collar and shoved him down, tying his wrists before he could shout. The third yanked cables, killing the main feed lights while the fourth moved straight for us.
Charlotte’s hand jerked in mine, her whole body going rigid. I felt her freeze, terror flashing across her face as the masked person closest to us yanked our joined hands apart and started binding my wrists behind my back with rough cord. Another did the same to her.
            “Stay calm,” I muttered under my breath, but she didn’t look at me. Her blue eyes were wide, breath coming too fast. She was terrified, and I couldn’t tell her it was for show. Not here. Not now.
            The lead rebel—voice distorted but steady—stepped in front of the still-live backup camera, mask hiding everything except a determined stance.
            “The Matching system is a lie,” they began, voice carrying through the sudden silence. “It promises perfect harmony while controlling every choice, every future, every family. It threatens jobs, it threatens contact, it forces people into lives they never chose—”
I kept my head down, heart hammering, but my body stayed loose. I knew the plan. Charlotte didn’t. Her shoulder pressed against mine, trembling just slightly, and all I could do was sit there tied beside her while the rebellion finally spoke to the world.
The masked figure kept talking, laying out the system’s control without once mentioning our forced spokes-couple act. Smart. Keep the focus broad.
            But then—shouts from the hallway. Agents. Heavy footsteps rushing closer.
The lead rebel didn’t hesitate. They pulled a small dark ball from their pocket, smashed it hard against the floor. A bright flash, then flames erupted in a controlled burst, smoke billowing fast. The rebels moved like shadows, slipping toward the back exits.
Charlotte gasped beside me, pressing closer despite the ropes. Her fear was real, raw, and I hated every second of it.
The smoke thickened, hiding the chaos as the agents burst in too late.
The smoke stung my eyes and burned the back of my throat, but I kept my breathing steady. Charlotte was shaking beside me, her shoulder pressed tight against mine even with the ropes digging into our wrists. I could feel every quick, panicked breath she took. She was terrified, and I hated that I couldn’t squeeze her hand or whisper that it was going to be okay. Not yet.
            Shouts echoed from the hallway—agents crashing through the front entrance. The lead rebel’s voice cut through the chaos one last time.
            “Stay down!”
            Another small flash popped near the side wall, more smoke rolling thick and dark. Footsteps scrambled. The rebels melted toward the back exits like they’d practiced it a hundred times.
            Then new voices—calmer, sharper—cut through the haze.
            “Clear left!”
            “Hostages secured—move!”
            Two figures in dark tactical gear pushed through the smoke from the opposite side. One dropped to a knee beside me, slicing through the ropes on my wrists with a quick, practiced motion. The other did the same for Charlotte. A gloved hand helped her stand while the first guy gripped my shoulder and pulled me up.
            “You’re safe,” the one next to me said low, voice steady. “We’ve got you. Keep your heads down and stay close.”
            Charlotte’s legs wobbled. I stepped in beside her instantly, my arm sliding around her waist to steady her even though she stiffened at my touch. Her pink dress was rumpled now, one white trim edge smudged with ash, but she still tried to lift her chin like the organized princess she was. Her blue eyes darted everywhere—wide, scared, searching for answers I couldn’t give her.
The rescue team moved fast, guiding us through the back corridors while agents shouted orders somewhere behind the thickening smoke. One of the rescuers kept a hand on Charlotte’s elbow, the other stayed glued to my side like a shadow. We slipped out a side service door into the cool evening air, the summer breeze carrying the faint scent of roses from the gardens that somehow still bloomed despite everything.
They didn’t speak much on the short walk back across campus. Just quiet instructions: “This way,” “Watch your step,” “Almost there.” Charlotte’s steps were measured but shaky, her free hand smoothing the front of her dress over and over like the familiar motion could organize the fear away. I stayed close, my arm still lightly around her even when she gave me a sideways look that said she was still mad—mad and confused and trying not to fall apart.
            When we reached our apartment building, the lead rescuer paused at the entrance, scanning the quiet hallway before nodding us forward.
            “Inside. Lock the door. Don’t open it for anyone until you hear from Director Mason’s team. You’re safe now.”
            Charlotte managed a small, polite nod, her voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you.”
            The door clicked shut behind us. The apartment was exactly as we’d left it this morning—cream throw blanket folded neatly over the couch, pink sundress from yesterday still draped over the chair by the balcony. Everything organized and girly and quiet.
Charlotte stood in the middle of the living room, arms wrapped around herself, staring at the floor. Her breathing was still too fast, her blue eyes glassy with leftover terror. She looked small in that pink dress now, the glow from the interview long gone.
            I rubbed the back of my neck, keeping my voice low and calm. “Hey… you okay?”
She didn’t answer right away. Just smoothed the front of her dress again with trembling fingers, then looked up at me. There was fear there, yes—but also something sharper flickering behind it. Suspicion. The kind that made her organized brain start sorting every mismatched detail she’d just seen.
I kept my face steady, but inside my chest twisted hard. She was putting pieces together. I could see it. 
            Charlotte stood in the middle of the living room, arms wrapped tight around herself, her pink dress still smudged with ash at the hem. She looked smaller than usual, that perfect posture cracking just enough for me to see the tremble in her shoulders. I stayed by the door, rubbing the back of my neck, trying to keep my voice steady.
            “You okay?” I asked again, softer this time.
She took a shaky breath, the kind that hitched in her throat like she was fighting not to cry. Her blue eyes lifted to mine, sharp and glassy all at once.
            “You’re involved,” she said, voice quiet but edged with steel. “Don’t lie. Not again. I know it.”
            The words landed like a slap. I forced a crooked half-grin, the one that usually annoyed her into rolling her eyes, but it felt wrong tonight. “Charlotte, come on. You’re shaken up—that was insane in there. Let’s just sit down and—”
            “No.” She stepped forward, smoothing the front of her dress with one trembling hand like the motion could organize her thoughts into neat little piles. “Don’t do that. Not this time. I’ve been replaying it all since the first explosion. Your fake alibi that night—walking for air, hiding, then suddenly asking for Emma? You told me one story, but she gave me another. The store, the notes, heading straight home… none of it added up. You disappeared three times a week after that, locking yourself away, and every time I asked you shut down. I let it go because I was scared for our families, but I noticed.”
Her voice cracked, but she kept going, chin lifting even as tears welled up. “And today—when we were walking to the studio, you were so anxious. Jaw tight, fingers flexing, like you knew something was coming. Then the rebels burst in and you… you weren’t confused, Nate. You looked relieved. Calm. Like you expected them. And when one of them spoke, I recognized the voice. It was Emma’s. I know it was. A strand of blonde hair slipped out from under her mask when she leaned in to check the ropes. Same shade, same length. The girl from the café who tugged your arm and walked out with you like it was nothing. She’s in this. And so are you.”
I rubbed my neck harder, pulse hammering. “Princess, listen—you’re connecting dots that aren’t there. I was nervous because it was a live worldwide interview. Everyone was watching. And the voice thing? Masks distort everything. You were terrified, your brain’s just sorting details to make sense of the panic. I’m not—”
            “Stop.” Her eyes flashed, the girly softness gone, replaced by that organized fury I knew too well. “You’re denying it again, just like you denied sneaking out after family weekend, just like you denied everything the night you locked me out of our room. I saw your face when they tied us up. You weren’t fighting them the way a normal person would. You weren’t even surprised. And now you’re standing here calm while I’m falling apart? After three months of polite silence and disappearing nights? I’m done believing your stories, Nate. Tell me the truth.”
            I opened my mouth, the lie already forming—something about shock, about adrenaline making everything feel off—but her stare pinned me. Those bright blue eyes, still wet but steady, saw straight through the chaos I usually hid behind. She wasn’t backing down. Not this time. My chest twisted tight, guilt and fear for her safety crashing together until I couldn’t breathe around it. If I kept lying, she’d dig deeper, and Director Mason would notice. If I told her… she’d be in danger too.
            I rubbed the back of my neck one last time, the crooked grin long gone. My shoulders slumped.
            “Yeah,” I said quietly, the admission scraping out like it hurt to say. “I’m in the rebellion.”




Charlotte

The apartment felt too still after Nate’s quiet admission. The words hung between us like the faint ash still clinging to the hem of my pink dress—Yeah… I’m in the rebellion. I stood there in the middle of the living room, arms wrapped around myself, staring at him. My organized brain had already sorted every mismatched piece: the anxious set of his shoulders on the way to the studio, the calm in his eyes when the masked figures burst in, Emma’s voice behind the distortion, the blonde strand slipping free. I wasn’t shocked. Not really. Deep down, some part of me had known for weeks.
Nate rubbed the back of his neck, that familiar crooked half-grin trying and failing to appear. His shoulders slumped like the weight he’d been carrying had finally pressed too hard. “I… I should probably tell you everything now.”
I nodded once, crisp and measured, even though my heart was still racing from the smoke and the ropes and the fear that had felt far too real. “Yes. You should.”
He gestured toward the couch. I smoothed the front of my dress—ash smudge and all—and sat on the edge, posture straight, hands folded neatly in my lap. Nate dropped down beside me, close enough that our knees almost brushed, but he kept that careful inch of space we’d both grown used to these past three months.
“It started the night of the explosion,” he said quietly, voice low like he was afraid the walls might listen. “After our families left. I got a call from Emma. She told me about the rebellion, how the Matching system isn’t about perfect harmony. It’s control. Genetics deciding our futures, our families, our children… and Director Mason threatening everyone’s jobs and contact if we step out of line.”
I listened without interrupting, blue eyes steady on his face. The pieces clicked neatly into place.
“I joined because I couldn’t keep smiling for the cameras while they dangled our families like bait,” he continued, rubbing his neck harder. “Emma needed someone on the inside—schedules, security details, anything that could help them expose the truth during a live broadcast. That’s why I disappeared three times a week. Meetings. Planning. Feeding them information so they could hit the broadcast center today.”
He looked at me then, brown eyes searching mine for anger or fear or betrayal. He wouldn’t find it. Not the way he expected.
“I lied to you every single time,” he admitted, voice scraping raw. “The walk for air, the store story, locking the door… all of it. I told myself it was to keep you safe. If you knew, you’d be in danger too. Our families—your sister, my mom, and Taylor—everything could be taken away. I hated every second of it, Charlotte. Hated watching you organize pillows to calm down while I snuck out. Hated the polite silence between us. But I couldn’t risk you.”
When he finished, the apartment felt quieter than ever, the faint scent of smoke still clinging to my pink dress like a reminder. I smoothed the fabric over my knees with precise little movements, organizing my thoughts into careful piles.
“I want to help,” I said softly, lifting my chin. “I want to join the rebellion, too, Nate. We can do this together—plan, organize, make sure the next step actually works. My organizational skills could be useful—color-coded notes. Neat timelines. Perfectly pressed escape routes. I’m not fragile. I can fight for our families, for real choice… for us.”
Nate’s eyes widened, and he stood up, shaking his head almost immediately. “No. Absolutely not, Charlotte. You’re not joining. It’s too dangerous. I barely sleep knowing I’m in this deep—worrying every time I sneak out that something could go wrong. If you got hurt… if Director Mason found out and went after our families—” His voice cracked, that chaotic energy turning sharp with fear. “I won’t risk you. End of discussion.”
My posture stayed perfect, but my fingers tightened in my lap. “End of discussion? You’ve been keeping me in the dark for months, Nate. You think I can just sit here organizing pillows while you fight for our future? I’m tired of polite silence and locked doors. I want to do something real.” I stand up, matching his energy.
We went back and forth for a minute, voices rising just enough to fill the quiet apartment—him insisting it was too risky, me refusing to be left behind again. The ash on my hem didn’t matter. The fear from the studio didn’t matter. This mattered.
I smooth my dress one final time, my blue eyes meeting him with steady determination. “Why won’t you let me help, Nate? I want to help! I thought you didn’t care!”
Nate turned around sharply, rubbing the back of his neck, before his shoulders slumped. He faced me again, brown eyes intense and raw. “You think I don’t care?” His voice rose, cracking with everything he’d held back for three long months. “ I wish I didn't care. This would be so much easier if I didn’t care! I love you, Charlotte! Do you hear me? I. Love. You.”
The words landed soft and heavy between us, stealing the air from the room. He stepped closer, voice dropping to a whisper that made my heart stutter. “So please… don’t do it. I couldn’t handle it if something happened to you.”
He started rambling then, the chaotic boy I knew spilling out every reason in a rush. “You’re too organized, too important—what if Mason finds out and cuts off your family completely? You’re pink and girly and perfect in this apartment, making vanilla eggs and fluffing pillows, and I can’t lose that. I can’t lose you. The rebellion is messy and dangerous, and you deserve safe routines and cream throw blankets, not smoke and ropes and—”
I couldn’t let him finish.
I crossed the small space between us in two graceful steps, rose onto my tiptoes, and kissed him for the first time—soft, sweet, and certain. My hands find the back of his neck. The kiss tasted like relief and all the unspoken things we’d danced around for months. My pink dress brushed his leg, ash and all, but nothing else mattered in that moment.
Nate froze, surprised, a tiny inhale against my lips. Then his hands found my waist—gentle, steady, like he was afraid I might vanish—and he kissed me back. It was warm and a little clumsy at first, his chaotic energy meeting my careful precision, but it quickly softened into something sweeter. His hand travels up my back and roots itself in my hair, and I feel him smile against my mouth, that crooked grin I used to find so annoying now making my stomach flutter in the nicest way.
When we finally pull back, just enough to breathe, his forehead rested against mine. His brown eyes were wide, dazed, and full of wonder. His hand untangles my hair and goes back to my waist. “Charlotte…” he whispered, voice rough and tender all at once. “I… wow.” He doesn’t finish that thought as I go back for a second. This time, the kiss is deeper. Our breath starts to sync, and I can’t believe I hadn’t kissed him before.  My heart is going so fast, and I see every moment I’ve felt something for this boy, and honestly, it’s been the entire time. The way we fight, the way he protects, and goodness, the way he kisses. I slide my hands down to his chest and pull back. His eyes fly open. I need a minute to catch my breath again, but his hands stay on my waist, holding me, like I might leave if he lets go. Little does he know I could never leave him. Not now, not ever.
I stayed on my tiptoes a second longer, smoothing the front of his shirt with one precise little movement, my cheeks a soft pink to match my dress. “I love you too, you chaotic boy,” I murmured, blue eyes sparkling. “And that’s exactly why I want to help. But… we can talk about it more later. Right now, just… stay here with me.”
Nate’s arms wrapped around me fully then, pulling me close in a gentle hug that felt like coming home after three months of polite silence. His chin rested on top of my head, and I let myself melt into the warmth of him—ash-smudged dress, organized heart, and all.
“ Ok, you can join.” He whispers in my ear.
The rebellion could wait a little longer. For this moment, in our apartment, we were simply Nate and Charlotte—Matched, messy, and finally, sweetly, together.
The rest of the afternoon slipped away in a soft, golden haze. Nate and I moved around the apartment together—cleaning up the last traces of ash from the studio, straightening the cream throw blanket, and dusting window sills and tables. Now and then, our hands would brush, or he’d steal a quick kiss, and pull back with that crooked smile that made my cheeks warm. We didn’t talk much about the rebellion yet. Instead, we let the quiet comfort settle between us like vanilla-scented candles glowing on the coffee table.
By the time evening painted the balcony in soft summer pinks and golds, the tension from the day had eased into something lighter. I smoothed my dress one final time and looked over at Nate, who was sprawled on the couch, finally relaxed. I had changed into my cream sweatpants and my hot pink tee.
“I think we should invite Mia and Cash over,” I said, voice crisp but warm. “A movie night. Something normal after… everything.”
Nate’s grin widened, the crooked one that used to annoy me and now made my stomach flutter. “Yeah? You want to share our perfectly organised couch with people, especially after I helped clean it?”
I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling. “ Just text them.”
He pulled out his phone, thumbs flying, and a moment later, both our phones dinged with excited replies. Mia sent a string of heart emojis and “On our way in ten!” while Cash added a simple “Be there soon, y’all.”
They arrived laughing, Mia in her leggings and baggy tee and Cash in blue jeans with his sleeves rolled up, looking every bit the country gentleman. The second the door opened, Mia pulled me into a tight hug, her blonde hair tickling my cheek.
“Char! You survived the interview chaos! We saw the smoke on the news—everyone’s talking about it!”
Cash gave Nate a firm clap on the shoulder, his easy smile warm. “Heard it was wild. You two okay?”
Nate rubbed the back of his neck, shooting me a quick, secret glance. “Yeah… we’re good. Better than good, actually.”
We settled onto the couch and the oversized floor pillows, the cream throw blanket draped across our laps. Nate chose a lighthearted comedy—something with silly jokes and happy endings that made us all laugh until our sides hurt. Halfway through, his arm slipped around my shoulders, pulling me gently against his side. I let myself lean in. When a particularly funny scene played, he turned and pressed a soft, sweet kiss to my temple. My cheeks flushed pink, but I didn’t pull away. Instead, I tilted my head and gave him a tiny kiss on the corner of his mouth—quick and girly and full of the new warmth blooming between us.
Mia noticed, of course. She nudged Cash with her elbow, eyes sparkling. “Look at them! Our spokes-couple is actually couple-y now.”
Cash chuckled, gentlemanly as ever. “About time. Though I reckon Nate still leaves socks everywhere.”
Nate laughed, the sound warm and chaotic. “Hey, I folded two pairs today!”
We bantered back and forth like old friends—Cash teasing Nate about his “doctor handwriting” on the takeout menu, Mia and I giggling over how perfectly I’d organized the snack bowls, Nate dramatically pretending to faint when I offered him popcorn. The movie played on, but the real joy was the easy laughter filling our apartment. For the first time in months, the space between all of us felt light and golden.
When the credits rolled, Cash stood and stretched. “Well, I'd best get Mia home before it gets too late. Thanks for the night, y’all. Felt good after today.”
Mia hugged me again at the door, whispering, “Text me tomorrow—we need to talk about everything.” She winked at Nate. “Take care!”
Once the door clicked shut behind them, Nate kissed me quickly. “I’m gonna go get ready for bed.” He disappeared down the hallway, leaving me with the quiet glow of the fairy lights on the balcony.
Mia popped her head back in a moment later—she’d “forgotten” her cardigan, but we both knew better. Cash had already headed down the hall, giving us space. She closed the door gently and perched on the edge of the couch, blue eyes bright with curiosity.
“Okay, spill,” she said, linking her arm through mine like we were thirteen again. “That kiss I saw? The way you two were looking at each other? Char… what happened after the studio? You look happier than I’ve seen you in months.”
I smoothed the front of my shirt, a small, genuine smile tugging at my lips. “He finally told me he loved me. Honestly, I realized I’ve loved him this entire time. I think we argued because we cared. I was upset he wasn’t there because I wanted him there. And we kissed for the first time today.” 
Mia squealed softly, pulling me into another hug. “I knew it! The spark was always there, even when you two were driving each other crazy. I’m incredibly happy for you. It’s about time!”
We talked for a few more minutes—soft girl talk about the fear from today, the relief of honesty, and how nice it felt to have our best friends just down the hall. When Nate’s footsteps sounded from the hallway, Mia gave me one last squeeze and slipped out with a wink.
I stood, heart fluttering as Nate appeared in his gray sweatpants and plain tee, hair still messy from the day. He crossed the room and pulled me gently into his arms, pressing a sweet kiss to my forehead.
“Movie night success?” he murmured against my hair.
“Perfect,” I whispered back, resting my cheek against his chest. “Just like us.” He laughs, and I love hearing it.
Outside, the summer night wrapped the campus in quiet and fairy lights. Inside, our apartment felt warm and safe and full of possibility. For the first time since the Matching, forever didn’t feel quite so heavy.
It felt like home.




Nate

	“Hurry up, Princess! We’re gonna be late!” I yelled down the hallway, bouncing on the balls of my feet. My black hoodie felt too tight across my shoulders, and the dark jeans I’d dug out of the back of the closet made me feel like I was playing dress-up as someone far more serious than the guy who still left socks on the floor when Charlotte wasn’t looking. But tonight wasn’t about socks or vanilla eggs or color-coded throw pillows. Tonight was about the rebellion.
From our bedroom came the soft click of the door, followed by the light tap of footsteps. Charlotte stepped into the hallway, and for half a second, my brain short-circuited. She was dressed head-to-toe in black—a fitted long-sleeve top tucked neatly into slim black pants, with a simple black jacket that somehow still looked girly on her. Her usual pink was gone, her hair pulled back in a sleek, low bun with not a single bow in sight. She looked… dangerous. And annoyingly beautiful.
She tilted her head, blue eyes sparkling with that familiar mix of organization and mischief. “Wouldn’t want to keep the rebellion waiting, would we? Besides…” She gave a slow little spin, letting the black fabric move with her. “I thought you might like me in something other than pink for once. Do I pass inspection?”
I rubbed the back of my neck, fighting the crooked grin that wanted to break free. “You look… yeah. You look good. Really good. But if you keep smiling at me like that, we really will be late.”
She laughed softly—the sweet, girly sound that still made my stomach do that stupid flutter—and crossed the room to stand in front of me. Her fingers brushed my sleeve, light and precise.  “Then we’d better go. I don’t want Emma thinking we got distracted organizing escape routes or something.”
I caught her hand before she could pull away, and I pulled her in for a quick kiss. I want to do that a lot now, now that she doesn’t hate my guts. “Come on. Dark clothes, no logos, quiet footsteps. You ready?”
“Always,” she said, chin lifting in that perfect-princess way I used to find annoying and now found… mine. We slipped out the apartment door, locking it behind us with the softest click. The hallway was empty, fairy lights dimmed for the night, and the campus outside felt heavier than usual under the summer stars.
We walked side by side along the shadowed paths, shoulders brushing now and then. Charlotte kept her steps measured and graceful even in the dark, but I could tell her organized brain was already sorting through a thousand questions.
“So,” she whispered, voice crisp but soft, “what exactly should I expect? Will there be a lot of people? Do they have maps or plans already drawn up? Should I bring my notebook for timelines, or is that too… me?”
I chuckled under my breath, glancing around to make sure no one was nearby. “Not too many tonight—just the core group. Emma will run it. She’s good at keeping things calm and focused. There’ll be updates on the broadcast center, maybe some new security details I passed along. No big speeches or anything dramatic. Mostly quiet talk, sharing what we know, figuring out the next safe step. And yeah… they’ll probably love your color-coded notes once they see how neat your timelines are.”
She nodded once, smoothing the front of her black jacket with that familiar, precise little movement. “Good. I can help with schedules and escape routes if they need it. I won’t slow anyone down, Nate. I promise.”
I bumped her shoulder gently. “I know you won’t. Just… stay close to me, okay? If anything feels off, we leave. No hero stuff tonight.”
Charlotte’s fingers found mine in the dark, lacing through them with quiet certainty. “No hero stuff. Just us, figuring this out together. Like we said.”
The path curved behind the library, past the old fountain where I’d first met Emma under the cover of night. My heart picked up its pace—not from fear exactly, but from the weight of what we were walking into. Rebellion. Real choice. A future that wasn’t dictated by genetics or Director Mason’s threats.
Charlotte squeezed my hand once, steady and warm. “Tell me one more thing,” she murmured. “What’s the secret knock again? I don’t want to mess it up at the door.”
I grinned in the shadows, repeating the pattern under my breath so only she could hear. We kept walking, the summer night wrapping around us like a careful secret, until we reached the small, unassuming building tucked behind the trees.
We stopped in front of Emma’s hidden apartment door. I raised my fist, glanced at Charlotte one last time—her blue eyes bright even in the dark, black clothes making her look every bit the organized rebel I never knew I needed—and gave the secret knock.
The secret knock echoed softly against the plain wooden door—three quick taps, two slow, then one sharp. My heart was already hammering from the walk over, but the second the door cracked open, it kicked up another notch.
Emma’s blonde hair was tucked under a dark cap, her green eyes sharp and focused in the low light. She gave us a quick nod, no smile, just that calm rebel-leader efficiency she always wore like armor. “You made it. Good. Come in—fast.”
She stepped aside, and we slipped through. The apartment was the same small, hidden space I remembered: plain couch, hand-drawn maps pinned to the wall, a single lamp casting long shadows. The air smelled like coffee and old paper. Normal. Safe.
Until my eyes landed on the guy already sitting at the tiny kitchen table.
Elliot.
Blond hair perfectly styled even in the dim light, that same easy grin he used to flash at Charlotte like he owned the whole campus. He was leaning back in his chair, arms crossed, looking way too comfortable for someone who’d spent months flirting with my Match while I was trying not to lose my mind. Rage hit me like a punch to the chest—hot, immediate, chaotic. My fists clenched at my sides before I could stop them. What was he doing here? In our rebellion? In Emma’s apartment?
Charlotte’s hand brushed mine, and I felt her freeze beside me. Her blue eyes widened just a fraction—surprise flickering across her face before she smoothed it into that organized mask she wore when her brain was sorting a thousand mismatched pieces at once. She didn’t say anything, but her fingers tightened around mine for half a second, like she was reminding me we were in this together.
Emma shut the door behind us with a soft click and locked it. “Everyone’s here now. Let’s get started.”
I forced my jaw to unclench and followed Charlotte to the couch, dropping down beside her. Elliot’s gaze flicked our way—lingering on Charlotte a beat too long for my liking—before he gave a casual nod like we were all old friends. I wanted to say something sharp and chaotic, something that would wipe that smug look off his face, but Emma was already pulling out her notebook, voice low and steady.
“The interview takeover was a success,” she began, tapping the page with her pen. “The broadcast center feed went dark for exactly seven minutes. Worldwide. People saw the truth—the control, the threats to families, the way genetics decides everything. Social feeds are still blowing up with questions. It’s the biggest crack we’ve made in the system yet.”
A couple of the others around the table—two guys I didn’t know well and a quiet girl with a laptop—nodded, murmuring agreement. But Emma’s expression stayed serious.
“It’s not enough,” she said flatly. “The Center’s already spinning it as a ‘technical glitch.’ Director Mason’s team is working overtime to reassure everyone that the Matching program is still perfect. We bought time, but we didn’t break the machine. We need something bigger. Something that hits the root.”
Brainstorming started fast—low voices, ideas flying like sparks. One guy suggested hitting the supply lines for the Matching labs. The girl with the laptop pushed for more insider leaks on family threats. Elliot leaned forward, all smooth confidence, and said something about planting false data in the genetics database to make the system look unreliable. Every suggestion was smart. Everyone felt too small.
I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to keep my cool while my blood still simmered at the sight of him sitting there, as if he belonged. Charlotte sat perfectly straight beside me, listening with that organized focus I knew so well—her hand still laced with mine under the edge of the couch cushion, steadying me without a word.
Then she spoke.
Her voice was quiet but clear, cutting through the chatter like a neat line on one of her color-coded timelines. “Why don’t we cut off the computer?”
Everyone turned. Emma’s eyebrows lifted. Elliot’s grin faltered for half a second.
Charlotte didn’t flinch. She lifted her chin, blue eyes steady. “It’s the only one of its kind, right? The central Matching database that runs everything—genetics, pairings, records, the whole system. If we take it offline… no one can be Matched. All the records get destroyed. No more forced futures. No more control. It ends the program in one move.”
The room went still.
Emma leaned forward, intrigued. “Pros: It’s decisive. One strike, and the entire foundation collapses. No more Matching. Families stay together by choice, not genetics. The rebellion wins overnight.”
One of the guys frowned. “Cons: Security on that thing is insane. It’s buried in the main Center building—biometrics, guards, the works. If we get caught, Director Mason doesn’t just threaten our families. She ends them. And if we fail halfway… they’ll lock everything down tighter. We might never get another shot.”
Elliot jumped in, voice smooth like always. “Plus, what if the system has backups? We cut the main one, and they flip a switch somewhere else. We look like amateurs, and the program keeps running.”
Charlotte shook her head, precise as ever. “No backups. The files said it’s singular—designed that way on purpose so no one could hack it from outside. Destroy the core, and the records are gone forever. People would have to choose their own futures. Real choice.”
I squeezed her hand under the cushion, pride cutting through the rage still simmering in my chest. That was my girl—organized, girly, and quietly brilliant even in all black.
Emma tapped her pen against the notebook, thinking. The group tossed pros and cons back and forth—risk versus reward, timing, who could get close enough. Voices stayed low, but the energy shifted, sharpening around Charlotte’s idea like it had weight.
Finally, Emma sat back, green eyes steady. “It’s the only move that actually ends it. Not just cracks it—ends it. We do the prep work. We get the layout, the codes, everything Nate’s been feeding us. One coordinated strike. No half-measures.”
One by one, the others nodded. Even Elliot, though his jaw was tight. No one argued. The decision settled over the room like a quiet promise.
Emma’s voice stayed low and final as she closed her notebook. “We cut off the computer. That’s the plan. We’ll meet again in three days—same time, same place. Bring anything new you hear about security shifts. Nate, keep feeding us the schedules. Charlotte… your organizational skills are going to be useful for mapping the routes. Rest up. We move carefully from here.”
The others murmured agreement, the quiet energy in the room shifting into something sharper, more focused. Elliot pushed his chair back with a scrape that made my jaw tighten again, but he didn’t say anything else. Emma gave us all one last steady look, then nodded toward the door.
“Nate, Charlotte—you two head out first. Take the long way around the library path. Stay in the shadows. We’ll stagger the rest.”
I stood, still fighting the leftover burn of seeing Elliot here, and offered Charlotte my hand. She took it without hesitation, her fingers cool and precise against mine. We slipped out the door together, the night air wrapping around us like a secret we weren’t supposed to share.
The walk home felt longer than the walk there. Charlotte stayed close, her steps measured and graceful even in the dark, black clothes blending into the shadows. Neither of us spoke until we were halfway across the quiet campus, fairy lights twinkling faintly in the distance like they had no idea what we’d just decided.
She squeezed my hand once, voice soft. “That went better than I expected. Do you think we can really do it? Cut off the computer, I mean.”
I rubbed the back of my neck with my free hand, the chaotic energy still buzzing under my skin. “Yeah. It’s risky, but… It’s the only thing that actually ends it. No more Matching. No more Director Mason holding our families over our heads. We just have to be smart about it. And you… You were incredible in there, Princess. Color-coded rebellion plans and everything.”
Charlotte gave a quiet laugh, the girly sound I loved more every day. “I just want to help. For us. For our families. For real choice.” She leaned her head against my shoulder for a second as we walked. “Thank you for letting me come tonight. I know you worry.”
“Always gonna worry,” I admitted, voice dropping. “But I’m glad you’re with me. Makes the chaos feel… manageable.”
We reached our apartment building without anyone spotting us. The hallway was silent, lights dimmed for the night. I unlocked the door as quietly as I could, and we slipped inside, locking it behind us with a soft click.
The familiar vanilla scent of home wrapped around us. Charlotte smoothed the front of her black jacket out of habit, then kicked off her shoes with a tiny sigh of relief. I pulled off my hoodie and tossed it over the back of the couch—earning a quick, amused eye-roll from her that made me grin.
“Bed?” I asked, already heading down the hallway.
She nodded, following me. “Bed. We both need rest if we’re going to start planning how to take down an entire system.”
In our room, we changed quickly—her into her soft pink pajama set with the little white bows, me into gray sweatpants and a plain tee. The black rebellion clothes went into the hamper as if they’d never existed. Charlotte climbed under the covers first, smoothing the sheet with precise little movements before settling on her side. I turned off the lamp and slid in beside her, the space between us smaller than it used to be.
She turned toward me in the dark, blue eyes catching the faint glow from the balcony window. “Goodnight,” she whispered, a soft smile in her voice. “We’ll figure the rest out tomorrow.”
I reached over and brushed a stray piece of hair from her face, my thumb lingering on her cheek. “Goodnight, Princess. Love you.”
“Love you too,” she murmured, already sounding half-asleep.
I pulled her closer, her head resting against my chest, the steady beat of her heart syncing with mine. The rebellion, the computer, the risks—they could wait until morning. Tomorrow, we’ll plan how to end the Matching system for good.
Sleep came easily after that.

	


Charlotte

	The apartment was quiet in the soft afternoon light, the kind that made the cream throw blanket on the couch glow gently and turned my pink notebook into something almost pretty on the coffee table. I sat at the kitchen island in my favorite cream sweatpants and soft pink tee, hair pulled back with a matching ribbon, organizing my coursework into neat little piles. Human development notes on the left, color-coded sticky tabs ready, vanilla candle flickering softly beside my water bottle. Everything felt calm and measured, the way I liked it after the whirlwind of the rebellion and that sweet, chaotic kiss with Nate yesterday.
A sharp knock sounded at the door.
I smoothed my tee with one precise little movement and stood, posture straight as always. Probably Mia, coming to check on me. I opened the door with a small, welcoming smile.
Elliot stood there, blond hair neatly styled, blue eyes bright as ever, holding a small bouquet of pale pink roses. He didn’t wait for an invitation. He stepped right inside, brushing past me, and dropped onto the couch as if he owned the space—legs spread, arm draped casually over the back.
My stomach twisted. That wasn’t polite. Not at all.
“Elliot,” I said, keeping my voice crisp and even as I closed the door behind him. “I wasn’t expecting company. I’m actually quite busy with coursework right now.”
He set the roses on the coffee table without asking, right on top of my neatly arranged notes, scattering a few of my color-coded tabs. “Busy, huh? Funny how you suddenly have no time for old friends.”
I stood by the island, hands folded neatly in front of me. “I’ve been busy, yes. The spokes-couple schedule, organizing things for the family, and… well, Nate and I have been working through some things together. I don’t want to do anything that might hurt him.”
Elliot’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. It stayed polite on the surface, but there was something sharper underneath. “Nate. Right. The chaotic one who can barely keep his socks straight. Must be exhausting, playing house with someone like that. I was surprised you’d get your hands dirty with the rebellion, Charlotte. You always seemed so… pristine. Pink dresses and perfect routines. Not exactly the type to run around with smoke and ropes.”
My cheeks warmed, but I lifted my chin. “I want to help our families have real choices. That’s all. And Nate isn’t exhausting. He’s… he’s trying. We both are.”
Elliot laughed softly, the sound edged. “Trying. Cute. You deserve better than someone who leaves crumbs and locks doors. Someone who actually shows up when it matters. Remember the movie night? The way we talked, the way you fell asleep on my shoulder? That felt real, Charlotte. Not this forced matching nonsense.”
I stepped closer to the couch, smoothing my tee again with precise little movements. “That was different. I was hurt and alone that night because Nate had… well, it doesn’t matter. I don’t feel that way about you, Elliot. I care about Nate. We’re Matched, and we’re figuring it out. Together.”
His expression shifted, passive aggression sharpening into something meaner. “Figuring it out? With him? Please. He’s a walking disaster. You’ll spend your whole life organizing socks and fluffing pillows while he sneaks off doing who-knows-what. You’re too organized, too girly, too perfect for that kind of mess. And now you’re playing rebel, too? How long until you realize you’re just pretending to fit into his chaotic little world?”
Anger bubbled up, hot and unfamiliar. I crossed my arms, posture still straight. “Don’t talk about Nate like that. He’s kind to his family. He makes me laugh even when we argue. And he cares—more than he lets on. I’m not pretending. I want to be with him. The rebellion is about choice, and I choose him.”
Elliot leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “Choice? You’re Matched by genetics, Charlotte. No choice. Why can’t we go back to that movie night? Didn’t you feel something for me? When we overthrow the system, we can try this. For real. No forced smiles. No locked doors. Just us.”
My heart pounded, but my voice stayed steady and clear. “No. I don’t want you, Elliot. I want Nate. And I already have him.”
For a second, surprise flickered across his face. Then anger. He stood up fast, closing the space between us in two strides. His hands grabbed my waist, pulling me against him before I could step back.
I gasped, surprised. “Elliot—”
He leaned in, trying to kiss me. I turned my face at the last second and slapped my hand firmly over my mouth. He kisses that instead of me.
He pulled back, startled, his grip loosening just enough.
I yanked free, cheeks burning. Without thinking, I slapped him hard across the face. The sound cracked through the quiet apartment. A bright red mark bloomed on his cheek.
“Never,” I whispered, voice shaking but strong, “come into my house. Insult my Match. Then try to kiss me. Get. Out. Now.”
Elliot touched his cheek, eyes wide with shock. For a moment, he just stared. Then, without another word, he turned and walked out, the door clicking shut behind him.
I stood there in the middle of the living room, heart racing, smoothing the front of my pink tee with trembling fingers. The roses still sat on the coffee table, ruining my neat piles of notes. I picked them up carefully and set them aside, organizing my tabs back into perfect rows.
Nate would be home soon. And for the first time, the apartment felt safer with him in it than without.
I smoothed my tee one more time, lifted my chin, and went back to my coursework. Pink, organized, and finally certain of exactly who I wanted by my side.
The apartment stayed too quiet after Elliot left, the kind of quiet that pressed in like an uninvited guest. I stood in the middle of the living room, still smoothing the front of my pink tee with trembling fingers, trying to organize my breathing into neat little inhales and exhales. My coursework notes lay scattered where the roses had knocked them, color-coded tabs peeking out like tiny accusations.
My gaze landed on the bouquet.
Those pale pink roses—supposed to be sweet, thoughtful—sat there ruining my careful piles. I glared at them, blue eyes narrowing until the soft petals blurred. They weren’t welcome here. Not in my organized space. Not after what just happened.
I crossed the room in quick, measured steps, picked up the bouquet with both hands, and walked straight to the balcony window. The summer breeze fluttered the curtains as I slid the glass open. Without hesitation, I tossed the roses out—stems, petals, and all—watching them tumble down toward the courtyard below. They scattered on the grass like forgotten confetti, and I felt a small, satisfied breath leave my chest.
But the satisfaction didn’t last.
Tears welled up fast and hot, spilling over before I could stop them. My organized heart felt messy and shaken. I could only think of one person who might make it feel steady again.
I hurried back to the kitchen island, grabbed my phone, and called Nate. My fingers shook as I held it to my ear. It rang once, twice—
“Charlotte?” Nate’s voice came through, warm and a little surprised. In the background, I heard the faint rustle of papers and distant voices from his class. “Hey, Princess. Everything okay? You never call during the day.”
The sound of his voice—chaotic, familiar, safe—broke the last bit of my control. A sob slipped out before I could catch it. “Nate… Elliot came over. He just walked in and sat on the couch as if he belonged here. He was passive-aggressive and mean. He said awful things about you—called you chaotic and lazy and said I was too perfect for someone like you. He insulted the rebellion, too, like I shouldn’t be helping. We argued, and then he… he grabbed my waist and tried to kiss me. I pushed him away and slapped him hard. I told him to get out and never come back.”
I was crying harder now, tears dripping onto the countertop. “I threw the roses he brought out the window. I’m sorry—I just… I only want you, Nate. I told him that. I want us.”
On the other end, Nate’s breathing changed. I could hear the shift from calm to something sharper, protective. “He did what?” His voice stayed gentle for me, but I caught the edge underneath—the anger he was trying to hold back. “Charlotte, breathe, okay? Slow and steady, like we practiced. In for four, hold for four, out for four. You did exactly right. You told him no. You protected our home. I’m so proud of you for standing up for yourself—and for us.”
Another sob caught in my throat. “He made me feel so small. Like, everything we’re trying to build is silly. Like I shouldn’t want this with you.”
“Hey, hey… none of that is true,” Nate said softly, though I could hear him moving now, the scrape of a chair, footsteps. “You’re not small. You’re strong and organized and the girliest, pinkest force of nature I’ve ever met. And I’m the lucky chaotic boy who gets to figure this out with you. Elliot doesn’t get to come into our apartment and twist things. That’s not okay. I’m mad—really mad—but right now I just want to make sure you’re safe.”
I wiped at my cheeks with the back of my hand, voice wobbly. “You still have classes…”
“It doesn’t matter,” he said firmly, the chaotic energy in his tone turning steady and sure. “I’m coming home. Right now. Stay right there, okay? Lock the door if it makes you feel better. I’ll be there soon.”
Before I could protest again, he added gently, “I love you, Charlotte. We’ve got this.”
The line clicked off.
I set the phone down and walked slowly to the couch, curling up under the cream throw blanket. My eyes stayed fixed on the door, waiting. The apartment felt too still again, but now the stillness held a thread of hope.
Ten minutes later, the door flung open.
Nate dropped his bag right there in the entryway with a thud and ran straight to me. I stood up just as he reached the couch, and his arms wrapped around me fully—gentle, steady, like he was afraid I might vanish. I melted into the hug, burying my face against his chest, breathing in the familiar scent of him mixed with the faint smell of campus air and notebooks.
Nate held me for a long, steady moment, his arms warm and sure around my waist. I let myself melt into him, the faint scent of campus air and his plain tee wrapping around me like one of my cream throw blankets. My tears had slowed, but my organized heart still felt a little rumpled.
He pulled back just enough to look at me, brown eyes soft with that crooked half-grin I used to find so annoying and now found so dear. His thumb brushed a stray tear from my cheek with gentle care. I smiled. “There you are,” he murmured. “My organized princess, throwing roses out windows and defending our messy little life. I’m impressed.”
I managed a watery laugh, smoothing the front of his tee with one precise little movement even though my fingers still trembled. “I was very precise about the throw. They landed right on the grass. No petals on the balcony. Perfect aim.”
Nate chuckled, the sound warm and chaotic, filling the quiet apartment. “Of course you were. Only you could make defenestrating flowers look graceful.” He guided me gently toward the couch, keeping one arm around my shoulders. We sat together, and he tugged the cream throw blanket over our laps. 
“ I just remembered popcorn exists. Want me to make some? Or are we going straight to wallowing under the blanket like responsible adults?”
“Wallowing,” I said softly, leaning my head against his shoulder. “With our show. The one with the silly detective who owns a flower shop. I need something predictable right now.”
“Detective Daffodils, it is,” Nate declared, grabbing the remote and clicking it on with dramatic flair. He settled deeper into the couch, pulling the blanket higher so it tucked neatly around us both. His arm slipped around my shoulders again, fingers tracing lazy little circles on my sleeve—protective, but comforting.
The show started, soft music and familiar opening credits filling the living room. We watched in comfortable quiet for a while, the blanket warm and the fairy lights on the balcony twinkling faintly through the window. Every so often, Nate would make a silly comment about the detective’s ridiculous hat or the way the villain always tripped at the end, and I would giggle despite everything, my hand resting lightly on his chest.
Halfway through the episode, I tilted my head up to look at him. “Thank you for coming home. I know it’s silly, but… I felt safer the second you walked through the door.”
Nate’s brown eyes met mine, tender and a little wondering. “Not silly at all, Princess. This is our apartment. Our messy, pink, vanilla-scented life. Nobody gets to walk in and make you feel small. Not Elliot. Not anyone.” He paused, then added with a crooked grin, “Though if you want me to go throw more roses out the window for practice, I’m your guy.”
I laughed softly, the last of the tears drying on my cheeks. “No more throwing things. We’re working on calm routines, remember?”
“Calm routines with a side of rebellion,” he teased, squeezing my shoulder. “I can live with that.”
We turned back to the show, bodies relaxed against each other under the cream throw. The detective solved the case with a flourish, the happy ending music swelling just as the episode faded out. Nate reached for the remote and paused it, then shifted so we were facing each other more fully.
His hand found mine under the blanket, fingers lacing together with gentle precision. “Feeling a little better?”
I nodded, smoothing the front of his tee one last time with my free hand. “Much better. You always make things feel… steadier. Even when you’re chaotic.”
Nate’s crooked grin softened into something sweeter. He leaned in slowly, giving me plenty of time to pull away. I didn’t. Our lips met in a gentle kiss—soft, certain, tasting like relief and vanilla and all the unspoken promises we were learning to keep. His hand stayed warm on my waist, mine resting lightly against his chest, hearts beating close under the quiet glow of the apartment.
When we pulled back, foreheads resting together, Nate whispered, “I love you, Charlotte.”
I smiled, blue eyes sparkling just a little. “I love you too. And I only want to love you.”




Nate

		We changed into dark clothes after dinner—her in slim black pants and a fitted long-sleeve top that somehow still looked girly on her, me in my usual black hoodie and joggers. Charlotte pulled her hair back with a simple ribbon, no pink tonight, but she still managed to make rebellion look organized. We slipped out the door just after nine, taking the long, shadowed path behind the library, as we had before. Her fingers laced with mine in the dark, steady and sure, and for a second, the chaos in my head quieted.
The secret knock echoed softly against Emma’s door—three quick, two slow, one sharp. It cracked open, and Emma’s green eyes met ours in the low light, her blonde hair tucked under a dark cap. “You two made it. Good. Everyone’s here—fast.”
We stepped inside, the small apartment familiar now with its plain couch, hand-drawn maps on the walls, and the single lamp casting long shadows. The core group was already gathered around the tiny kitchen table: the two guys I didn’t know well, the quiet girl with the laptop, and—my jaw tightened before I could stop it—Elliot. Blond hair perfectly styled even in the dim light, leaning back in his chair like he owned the place. The same guy who’d walked into our apartment yesterday, insulted me, grabbed Charlotte, and tried to kiss her. Fury hit hot and immediate, but I kept my fists at my sides and my face neutral. Public meeting. Rebellion rules. I couldn’t risk blowing anything, not with families on the line. Charlotte’s hand squeezed mine once, quick and grounding, and I forced a slow breath. She was safe. We were here together. That was what mattered.
Emma shut the door and locked it with a soft click. “Let’s get started. The interview takeover bought us time, but Director Mason’s team is already spinning it as a glitch. We need to move on to the central Matching computer—the singular core that runs everything. One strike, and the records are gone forever. No more forced futures. Real choice.”
She spread out a hand-drawn map on the table, her voice low and focused as she brought up the plans. The group leaned in, the energy sharpening around her words. “Routes first. We enter through the service tunnels under the main Center building—Nate’s been feeding us the security schedules, so we know the night shift rotation leaves a twelve-minute window every hour. Charlotte, your color-coded timelines helped map this perfectly: the primary route is Tunnel A from the old fountain, straight under the east wing. It’s narrow but clear of cameras. Backup route is the maintenance corridor off the west loading dock—longer, but it avoids the biometric scanners if the primary gets compromised. We’ll split into two teams of three to cover both and meet at the core server room on sublevel three.”
She pointed to the supplies laid out on the table next to the map—small black backpacks already packed. “Supplies: each team gets a set of wire cutters, EMP devices for the security panels, and encrypted drives to download and wipe the database before we destroy the hardware. Non-lethal smoke canisters for distractions if guards show—nothing that hurts anyone, just buys time. Charlotte’s organized the inventory lists down to the last bolt; we’ve got enough for two full runs if something goes sideways. No weapons. This isn’t about violence—it’s about ending the control.”
The quiet girl with the laptop nodded, tapping notes. “People involved: the core team is the six of us here, plus two more insiders Nate confirmed from the Center staff—maintenance techs who can leave the tunnels unlocked without raising flags. Emma leads Team One down the primary route. I’ll handle comms from the laptop here, patching into the feed Nate slipped us last week. Team Two—Nate and Charlotte—takes the backup corridor for redundancy. Elliot’s on overwatch outside, monitoring the perimeter feeds we hacked.”
Elliot. The name landed like a punch, and my shoulders tensed hard enough that Charlotte’s fingers brushed my arm in silent warning. He sat there looking way too comfortable, nodding along as if he belonged. I wanted to say something sharp—chaotic and funny enough to wipe that smug look off his face—, but the rebellion came first. Families first. I bit it back, jaw tight, and focused on the map instead.
Emma continued, voice steady. “Timeline: we move in exactly three nights from tonight, at 2:00 a.m. sharp. Twelve-minute window means we enter at 1:58, hit the core by 2:05, wipe and destroy by 2:10, and exfil by 2:15. Any longer and the next guard sweep catches us. Charlotte’s timelines show the patrols shift at 2:20, so we’ll be clear if we stick to the schedule. Prep starts tomorrow—Nate, keep the security updates coming. Charlotte, your routes and supply checklists are gold; we’ll practice the split-team drill once more before go-time. Questions?”
The room stayed quiet, the plan settling over us like a promise. Emma rolled up the map, her green eyes meeting each of ours. “This ends it. No more Matching. No more Director Mason holding our families hostage. We do this right, and people get to choose their own futures.”
One by one, the others nodded. Even Elliot, though his jaw looked a little tight. I forced my own nod, the fury still simmering low but locked down tight. Public meeting. No scenes. Charlotte’s hand stayed laced with mine under the table edge, steady as always.
Emma gave us all one last steady look. “Same rules—stagger your exits, long way around the library path. Nate, Charlotte—you two head out first. Rest up. We move carefully from here.”
We slipped out into the night air, the summer breeze wrapping around us like a secret. Charlotte stayed close, her steps measured and graceful even in the dark. Neither of us spoke until we were halfway across the quiet campus, fairy lights twinkling faintly in the distance.
“That went better than I expected,” she whispered, voice soft but clear. “Do you think we can really do it? Cut off the computer, I mean.”
I rubbed the back of my neck with my free hand, the chaotic energy still buzzing under my skin from seeing Elliot there. “Yeah. It’s risky, but… It’s the only thing that actually ends it. No more Matching. No more Director Mason holding our families over our heads. We just have to be smart about it. And you… You were incredible in there, Princess. Color-coded rebellion plans and everything.”
She gave a quiet laugh, the girly sound I loved more every day. “I just want to help. For us. For our families. For real choice.” She leaned her head against my shoulder for a second as we walked. “Thank you for letting me come tonight. I know you worry.”
“Always gonna worry,” I admitted, voice dropping. “But I’m glad you’re with me. Makes the chaos feel… manageable.”
We reached our apartment building without anyone spotting us. The hallway was silent, lights dimmed for the night. I unlocked the door as quietly as I could, and we slipped inside, locking it behind us with a soft click. We quickly go to bed in anticipation of the next day.
The next morning, the apartment felt softer than usual, wrapped in that gentle vanilla glow Charlotte always left behind. I woke to the faint clink of her organizing breakfast at the kitchen island—pink ribbon in her hair, cream sweatpants, and soft tee making her look every bit the organized princess I used to find annoying and now found so dear. She hummed quietly while smoothing a dish towel into perfect thirds, the sound light and girly and steadying after yesterday’s heavy rebellion meeting.
I stretched, feeling the leftover tension in my shoulders from seeing Elliot there, and padded over to wrap my arms around her from behind. “Morning, Princess,” I murmured against her hair. She leaned back into me without hesitation, one precise little hand resting over mine on her waist.
“Good morning,” she replied, voice warm. “Eggs are almost ready, just how you like them.”
We ate together at the kitchen island, her blue eyes meeting mine with that quiet certainty we’d built. The plan from last night lingered between us—routes, supplies, the tight timeline—but we kept the conversation light, talking about classes and how she’d organize her notes today. When it was time, I kissed her forehead, grabbed my bag, and headed out with her whispered “Be safe” following me down the hall.
Campus felt normal in the morning light, students hurrying between buildings, fairy lights still twinkling faintly from last night. I reached the science complex and slipped into Intro to Medical Biochemistry just as the lecture hall filled. Assigned seats meant I dropped into my usual spot near the middle, bag between my feet.
Emma was already there, blonde hair tucked neatly, cream sweater looking fresh as ever. She turned toward me with her familiar warm smile, green eyes bright but careful. We kept our voices low as the professor dimmed the lights for the first slides.
“Hey,” she whispered, leaning just enough that only I could hear. “You made it through yesterday okay?”
I rubbed the back of my neck, keeping my expression easy. “Yeah. We’re good. Charlotte handled the meeting like she handles everything—color-coded and precise. She’s ready for the plan.”
Emma nodded once, her voice dropping even softer. “And you? Mentally and physically ready for what’s coming? The tunnels, the timing, the split teams—no room for hesitation once we move.”
I met her eyes, the weight of the rebellion settling steadily in my chest. “I’m ready. We both are. The routes make sense, supplies are solid, and we know the window is tight. We’ll get it done.”
She studied me a moment longer, then gave a small, approving nod. “Good. That’s what I needed to hear. We’ll keep prepping quietly—same rules, no risks until go-time.”
The lecture started then, bones and muscles lighting up the screen, but my mind stayed half on the plan and half on the girl waiting back at the apartment. Charlotte and I were in this together now—pink, organized, and quietly unbreakable. Whatever came next, we’d face it side by side. I can’t wait to see her tonight.




Charlotte

	The apartment smelled of vanilla and fresh lemon cleaner, the way I liked it best after a morning of tidying. I had changed into a tight white top that hugged just right and my favorite pink mid-thigh skirt, the soft fabric swishing gently as I moved. My hair was pulled back with a simple pink ribbon, and I hummed a quiet little tune while guiding the vacuum across the living room rug in neat, measured rows. Everything felt organized and calm, the way it should be. The cream throw blanket lay perfectly folded over the back of the couch, the new candles stood in precise alignment on the coffee table, and the fairy lights on the balcony twinkled softly even in the daylight.
A sharp knock sounded at the door.
I clicked the vacuum off and laid it gently on the floor, smoothing my skirt with one precise little movement. Probably Mia, coming to check on me before we all met for the final prep. I crossed the room with graceful steps and opened the door with a small, welcoming smile.
Elliot stood there.
Before I could speak, he shoved me hard. I stumbled backward, a startled gasp escaping as I caught myself against the edge of the kitchen island. He stepped inside, slammed the door shut behind him, and turned the lock with a sharp click.
My heart slammed against my ribs. “Elliot—what are you doing?”
He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he moved quickly through the apartment, yanking the blinds closed on every window with sharp, efficient jerks. The room grew dimmer, shadows lengthening across the cream rug and pink accents I had arranged so carefully.
Terror rose in my throat, cold and sharp. I backed up until my hips pressed against the counter. “Elliot, stop. What are you doing?”
He turned toward me at last, that familiar blond hair still perfectly styled, his blue eyes bright but cold now. A slow smile curved his lips. “Limiting the number of witnesses.”
My stomach twisted. “What… what are you talking about?”
Elliot laughed softly, the sound edged and wrong in our quiet apartment. He stepped closer, voice dropping. “You’re too important to the rebellion plan, Charlotte. And too important to Nate. If you aren’t there, Nate won’t be—because he’ll be looking for you. Therefore, no one hits the backup of the computer. Oh, and they won’t know that I’ve told my mom everything. She’s already changed the guard formations and is ready to capture everyone. She’s also sending guards to your and Nate’s families’ houses right now… to bring them here for… questioning.”
I stared at him, confusion and fear tangling together. “Your mom?”
He tilted his head, smile widening. “Yeah. My name is Elliot Mason. I’m Director Mason’s son. I joined the rebellion to implode it from the inside. I want to inherit this place. I need to inherit this.”
My knees felt weak. I gripped the counter behind me. “Why are you telling me all of this?”
Elliot leaned in close—so close I could smell his cologne, sharp and overpowering in the small space. His voice was a whisper against my ear. “Because I want to see the panic on Nate’s face when you go missing… and then are never found. It’ll drive him crazy. He’ll never know if you lived or died.”
Tears stung my eyes. My voice shook, but I forced the words out. “Are you… Are you going to kill me?”
He pulled back just enough to look at me, laughter bubbling low in his throat. “I haven’t decided yet.”
Before I could move, he pressed a cloth firmly over my mouth and nose. The smell was sickly sweet, heavy, and cloying. I tried to twist away, but his grip was too strong. The room spun. My vision blurred at the edges. The pink ribbon in my hair, the cream rug, the neatly organized apartment—all of it faded into soft, swirling darkness.
The last thing I heard was Elliot’s quiet laugh as the world went black.



The first thing I noticed when I woke up was the cold.
It seeped through the thin fabric of my white top and pink skirt, chilling my bare legs and making my skin prickle with goosebumps. My head felt heavy, fuzzy, like I had woken from the deepest sleep of my life. I tried to lift it, but something tight bit into my wrists and ankles. Rope. Rough, scratchy rope.
I was tied to a chair.
A small, terrified sound escaped my throat as my eyes flew open. The room was gray—cold, bare cement walls and floor, no windows, only a single harsh light bulb swinging faintly overhead. No color. No pink. No vanilla scent. Just gray and cold and the faint smell of damp stone.
My heart hammered so hard I could feel it in my ears. I pulled against the ropes, twisting my wrists, but they only dug deeper. A sob caught in my chest.
“Easy there, Charlotte.”
My head snapped up. Elliot stood a few feet away, leaning casually against the wall with his arms crossed. His blond hair was still perfectly styled, his expression calm and almost amused, as if we were back in the apartment discussing flowers instead of… this.
“Elliot,” I whispered, my voice coming out raspy and cracked, like I had been screaming for hours, even though I remembered nothing after the cloth over my face. I swallowed hard and tried again. “Nate will find me. He’ll come. He always comes when I need him.”
Elliot laughed softly, the sound echoing off the bare walls. He pushed off the wall and walked closer, slow and unhurried, until he was standing right in front of me. He crouched down so our eyes were level.
“Naive little princess,” he murmured, tilting his head. “No one is going to find you. No one even knows this place exists. It’s one of my mother’s special little secrets—hidden somewhere in the Center that even the rebellion’s precious maps don’t know about.”
My head spun. Worries crashed over me in waves—Nate searching, our families being taken, the computer strike falling apart because I wasn’t there to help with the timelines and checklists. Tears burned behind my eyes, but I blinked them back fiercely, lifting my chin even though my voice still sounded small and hoarse.
“You won’t get away with this,” I said, trying to sound stronger than I felt. “The rebellion… Emma… they’ll figure it out. Nate won’t stop looking. He loves me. He’ll tear the whole Center apart if he has to.”
Elliot’s smile widened, slow and cruel. He reached out and brushed a stray piece of hair from my face with mock gentleness. “That’s the best part, Charlotte. He’ll look. He’ll search every tunnel, every corner, every shadow. And every day he doesn’t find you, it will eat him alive. He’ll never know if you’re alive or gone forever. That kind of uncertainty… it breaks even the strongest people.”
I jerked my head away from his touch, fresh fear twisting in my stomach. “Why are you doing this? What do you want from me?”
He stood up slowly, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeves. “I already told you. I want to watch the rebellion crumble from the inside. And I want to watch Nate crumble right along with it. You’re the perfect little key to both. Without you, the plan falls apart. Without you, Nate becomes useless—distracted, desperate, easy to predict.”
My breathing came faster, shallower, and panicked. The ropes bit into my skin as I struggled again, uselessly. “Please… just let me go. I won’t tell anyone. I’ll stay quiet. Just… don’t hurt my family. Don’t hurt Nate.”
Elliot laughed again, softer this time, almost pitying. “Oh, Charlotte. Always so organized, even when you’re begging. But it’s too late for bargains. My mother already has teams moving on your families. And as for Nate…” He leaned in once more, “ He’ll find out you’re gone and worry himself sick. He’ll be chaotic, naive, and predictable. Then we’ll get him.”  He drew a line across his neck. Tears slipped down my cheeks despite my best efforts. I thought of Nate’s crooked grin, the way his hand felt steady in mine during our secret meetings, the way he called me Princess even when it annoyed me. The thought of him searching, terrified, broke something deep inside my organized heart.
Elliot straightened, watching me with satisfied eyes. “Cry all you want. No one can hear you down here. And when the time comes… well, I still haven’t decided if you get to see how beautifully everything falls apart.”
He turned and walked toward the heavy metal door, pausing with his hand on the handle.
“Get comfortable, Charlotte. You’re going to be here a while.”
The door clanged shut behind him with a final, echoing sound. The single light bulb swayed overhead, casting long, lonely shadows across the gray cement.
I sat there in the cold, tied tight to the chair, my pink skirt rumpled and my white top no longer feeling pretty at all. My ribbon had slipped loose somewhere, and a single strand of hair fell across my tear-streaked face. I know I was taken around noon, but I have no idea what time it is now. Nate would get home at six. Wait, no, there’s a special lecture, so he would get home at nine. That’s too late. The attack is in two days. I have to be there, but how could Nate find me when I don’t even know where I am?
Nate… please find me. Please. 
But the room stayed silent, gray, and unbearably cold.




Nate

	The apartment door clicked shut behind me far too loudly in the quiet night. I kicked off my shoes in the entryway, the familiar chaos of my own mess already waiting like an old friend. “Charlotte?” I called, voice light but tired after the long day of lectures and that endless rebellion prep session with Emma. “Princess? You still up? I brought those vanilla truffles you like from the café cart—they were on sale, and I figured we could watch something dumb before bed.”
No answer.
I frowned, stepping farther in. The living room was dim—too dim. Every blind was drawn tight, shutting out the faint glow of the fairy lights on the balcony and the soft campus lamps that usually spilled through the windows. Charlotte hated closed curtains. She said they made the space feel stuffy, like we were hiding from the world instead of living in it. She always cracked them open first thing in the morning, letting that pink-tinted sunrise paint everything in her favorite colors. Why would she close them all now?
“Charlotte?” I called again, louder this time, a small prickle of unease crawling up my spine. My socked feet padded across the cream rug. The vacuum lay abandoned on its side near the couch, cord still plugged in, like she’d been interrupted mid-clean. A single white cloth rested in the middle of the floor— just left there, almost deliberate. That wasn’t right either. Charlotte never left anything out of place. She would have finished the vacuuming, put it away in its exact spot in the closet, and then straightened the clothes into perfect thirds before setting them in the linen drawer.
My stomach twisted. “Hey, Princess… this isn’t funny. Where are you?”
I moved faster now, heart picking up speed. The kitchen island was bare except for her favorite pink water bottle, still half-full. The throw blanket on the couch sat perfectly folded—the way only she could make it. The fairy lights on the balcony twinkled faintly through the closed blinds, mocking the stillness.
I checked the bathroom—empty, towels hanging straight. Our bedroom—bed made with military precision on her side, my side already rumpled from this morning. Closet—her pink clothes lined up like soldiers, my stuff shoved in its usual chaotic pile. No Charlotte. No sound. Just the low hum of the fridge and the too-loud thud of my own pulse in my ears.
“Charlotte!” I shouted now, voice cracking with real worry. I spun back toward the living room, eyes darting everywhere. That was when I saw it.
A small, folded piece of paper on the kitchen counter, placed exactly where she always left her color-coded notes. My name was written across the front in unfamiliar, sharp handwriting.
My hands shook as I snatched it up and unfolded it.
Nate,
I have Charlotte.
You will never see her again.
You can't find her.
Do not bother looking.
The rebellion ends here.
The paper crumpled in my fist before I even realized I was squeezing it. Elliot. The name slammed into me like a punch to the gut. That smug blond pretty-boy who’d been sniffing around her for weeks—flirting, bringing flowers, trying to kiss her. The one who’d been too comfortable at every rebellion meeting, too quick with his ideas, too calm when Charlotte suggested hitting the central computer. Deep down, I knew. He’d been playing us all along.
“Elliot,” I growled under my breath, the word tasting like ash.
I didn’t think. I didn’t wait. I grabbed my keys, shoved the crumpled note into my pocket, and bolted out the door, leaving it swinging wide behind me. My feet pounded down the hallway, down the stairs, out into the cold night air. Emma’s hidden apartment wasn’t far—behind the library, same secret knock we always used. She would know what to do. She had to.
Charlotte was gone. My organized, pink, girly princess who drove me crazy and made my chest feel warm all at once—she was gone. And I was going to tear the whole Center apart until I got her back.
I ran faster, the fairy lights blurring past me in streaks of soft gold.
Hold on, Princess. I’m coming.
My lungs burned by the time I reached the small building tucked behind the library. The secret knock came out too fast and too loud—three quick, two slow, one sharp—my fist hammering the wood like it had personally betrayed me. The door cracked open almost immediately. Emma’s green eyes widened the second she saw my face.
“Nate? What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen—”
“Charlotte’s gone,” I burst out, shoving past her into the small apartment. The note was already out of my pocket, crumpled and shaking in my hand. “She’s gone, Emma. The vacuum was just lying there on the floor, blinds all closed—every single one, as she’d never open them again. There was this cloth in the middle of the rug and… and this.”
I thrust the note at her. My voice cracked on the next words. “It says someone has her. That I’ll never see her again, it’s impossible to find her. Emma… It’s Elliot. I know it is. That smug, fake-rebellion guy who’s been hanging around her. He took her.”
Emma took the note, her face paling as she read it quickly. She set it on the little table and stepped closer, placing both hands on my shoulders with surprising strength for someone so calm.
“Nate. Breathe. Slow, okay?”
I tried. The air came in ragged anyway. “I got home late and called her name. Nothing. The whole place felt wrong. She loves natural light—she opens every blind first thing. Why would they all be shut? And the vacuum… she never leaves anything unfinished. Never. Something happened right in the middle of cleaning. Emma, he took her. He told her everything about the plan, about his mom, about capturing our families. He said he wanted to watch me crumble. She’s tied up somewhere cold and gray and—”
“Stop.” Emma’s voice stayed steady, but her grip on my shoulders tightened. “We’re not going to fall apart tonight. That’s exactly what he wants. Sit down.”
She guided me to the couch. I dropped onto it, elbows on my knees, head in my hands. The note sat there between us like a poison.
Emma knelt in front of me, so I had to look at her. “Listen to me. If Elliot really has her—and I believe you—he chose tonight because he knew the rebellion strike was close. He’s trying to distract you. Make you run off half-crazy so you miss the window or get caught. We cannot give him that.”
“I have to find her,” I said, voice raw. “Right now. I’ll check every tunnel, every corner of the Center. I’ll tear it apart—”
“And get yourself captured too?” Emma cut in gently. “Then who helps her? Who helps all of our families? Nate, it’s late. You’re exhausted. Running out there blind tonight will only make things worse. We need clear heads. We need the plan. Tomorrow we start looking—quietly, smartly, with the rest of the group. But right now? You need sleep. Even if it’s only a few hours.”
I stared at the floor, jaw tight. Every part of me screamed to keep moving, to do something. But Emma’s words sank in slowly and heavily. Charlotte would hate it if I got sloppy and got caught. She’d want me organized. Steady. The way she always was.
“Fine,” I muttered, the word grudging and bitter. “But I’m not sleeping well. And first thing tomorrow—we move.”
Emma nodded, squeezing my shoulder once more before standing. “First thing. I promise. Couch is yours again. Try to rest, Nate. She needs you thinking straight.”
I lay down without arguing, the blanket she tossed over me feeling too thin against the cold knot in my chest. The note still sat on the table, mocking me in the low light.
Charlotte… wherever you are, hold on. I’m coming. We’re coming.
Sleep took a long time. When it finally came, it was restless and full of pink ribbons and rooms I couldn’t reach.
Morning light filtered weakly through the small window of Emma’s hidden apartment, but it felt wrong—too bright, too normal. I sat up on the couch before my eyes even fully opened, the crumpled note already burning a hole in my pocket. Charlotte. Her name hit me like a punch before I could even swing my legs to the floor.
Emma was already moving around the tiny kitchen, pouring two mugs of something that smelled like weak tea. She handed me one without a word, her green eyes steady but tired. “Drink. Then we move. Quietly. We walk the campus, check every path, every corner where Elliot might show his face. We don’t ask questions. We just look.”
I nodded, the tea burning my throat on the way down. We left together, dark hoods pulled low, steps measured so no one would notice two rebels on edge. The day blurred into endless loops around the Center. We crisscrossed the courtyard, passed the rose gardens (what was left of them), slipped behind the library, circled the science complex, and wandered every shadowed path near the main buildings. My eyes scanned every blond head, every smug stride. Nothing. No Elliot. No flash of pink skirt or soft vanilla scent that might mean Charlotte had somehow slipped free.
Every hour felt heavier. My chest tightened with each empty stretch of sidewalk. I kept picturing her tied to that cold chair she’d described in my nightmares—pink ribbon gone, blue eyes scared but still trying to stay organized. The thought made my fists clench so hard my knuckles ached.
We never spotted him.
By the time the sun dipped low and painted the fairy lights in soft gold, my legs burned, and my hope had worn thin. Emma touched my arm gently as we turned back toward her apartment. “That’s enough for today, Nate. We looked everywhere we could without raising flags.”
Back inside the small space, I dropped onto the couch, staring at the floor. Emma sat across from me, voice low and careful. “We need to pause the search for now, just for a little while. The rebellion strike is tomorrow night. If we keep running around frantic, we’ll miss something important—or get caught. And that helps no one, especially Charlotte.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but she held up a hand. “I got an update from one of our insiders this afternoon. Someone found back-market bombs—small, precise ones. Enough to take down the key buildings without hurting people if we place them right. This could be our real shot at the central Matching computer. We hit it, the whole system crumbles. No more forced futures. No more Director Mason holding families hostage. We get Charlotte back faster if the rebellion actually succeeds.”
My shoulders slumped. The fight drained out of me, leaving only exhaustion and a hollow ache.  “ Can we look around one more time? Just another lap. Please?” I mutter.
She sighs and turns around, “ Okay.” We turn and start another lap.




Charlotte

	The gray room felt even colder now, the single bulb overhead swinging faintly like it was mocking my hope. My wrists still ached from the ropes, but the worst part was the waiting—the endless, silent waiting that let every worst thought creep in. Nate. My family. The rebellion strike that might already be falling apart without me. I kept my chin up anyway, even if my pink skirt was rumpled and my white top no longer felt pretty at all.
The heavy metal door clanged open.
Elliot stepped in, blond hair still perfectly styled, carrying a simple plate with what looked like a sandwich and some fruit. He wore that same calm, almost amused expression, as if we were back in the apartment discussing flowers instead of this cold, colorless prison.
“Thought you might be hungry, Charlotte,” he said lightly, closing the door behind him with a soft click. He set the plate on the small table beside my chair and crouched down, pulling a small knife from his pocket. With careful, almost gentle movements, he sliced through the ropes binding my wrists. My hands fell free, tingling as blood rushed back in. My legs stayed tied to the chair—smart of him, I supposed.
I rubbed my wrists slowly, watching him. “Why are you doing this?”
He straightened, brushing imaginary dust from his sleeves, then pulled up the other chair and sat across from me. “Eat first. You’ll feel better.”
I hesitated, but my stomach betrayed me with a quiet rumble. I picked up the sandwich and took a small bite. It was simple—turkey and cheese—but it tasted better than I expected in this gray place.
Elliot leaned back, crossing one leg over the other, his blue eyes steady on mine. “I saw Nate earlier.”
My heart lurched so hard I nearly dropped the sandwich. I swallowed quickly, staring at him. “You… what?”
He smiled, slow and satisfied, like he’d been waiting for that exact reaction. “I saw him. He was out searching, of course. Running around campus like a lost puppy, checking every path, every shadow. Emma was with him, trying to keep him calm, but he looked… well, chaotic. Even more than usual. Desperate.”
I set the sandwich down, my appetite suddenly gone. Nate. My annoying, funny, chaotic Nate—who drove me crazy and somehow made my chest warm all at once—was out there looking for me. The thought sent a rush of hope through me, bright and pink like the sunrise I missed so much.
Elliot watched me closely, tilting his head. “He was in a spot where I could survey the entire campus from above. High vantage point. Perfect for keeping an eye on things. He didn’t see me, naturally. But I saw him. He kept scanning every blond head, every flash of movement, like he thought he might spot you around the next corner. It was almost… touching.”
My fingers tightened in my lap. I wanted to scream at him, to demand he let me go so I could run straight to Nate. Instead, I kept my voice steady, organized, the way I always tried to be. “He’ll find me. Nate won’t stop looking. He’s coming.”
Elliot’s smile widened, soft and almost pitying. “Oh, Charlotte. Always so optimistic, even tied to a chair. He can look all he wants. This place doesn’t exist on any of their precious maps. And right now, he’s distracted—exactly as planned. The rebellion strike is tonight, and without you there to organize their perfect little timelines… well. Things might not go quite as they hoped.”
He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “Eat a little more. You need your strength. We still have so much to talk about.”
I picked up the sandwich again, forcing another small bite even though it tasted like ash now. My mind raced with pink ribbons and organized lists, with Nate’s crooked grin and the way he called me Princess even when it annoyed me. He was out there. Searching. Coming for me.
Hold on, Nate. I’m still here. I’m waiting.
And somehow, even in this cold gray room with my legs still tied tight, that thought felt warmer than anything Elliot could take away.
The sandwich sat heavily in my stomach, each bite tasting more like dust than food. Elliot watched me with that calm, almost gentle smile that made everything feel worse. He waited until I set the plate down, then tilted his head like he was offering me a gift.
“Would you like to see him?”
My heart slammed against my ribs. Nate. The words rushed out before I could stop them. “Yes.”
Elliot’s smile widened, slow and satisfied. He stood, pulling a length of rope from his pocket. “Hands first, Charlotte. Can’t have you running off.”
I held them out without fighting. The rope bit into my wrists again as he rebounded them tightly in front of me. Then he produced a strip of cloth and forced it between my teeth, tying it firmly behind my head. A gag. My eyes widened in panic, but he patted my cheek lightly.
“It’s only so you won’t scream. We wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise, would we?”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out my phone—my pretty pink phone with the little bow charm. Fresh tears burned behind my eyes. He had taken it from the apartment. He had taken everything. I started crying softly, the sound muffled by the gag.
Elliot snapped a quick picture of me—tied, gagged, tears streaking my face. “There. Only fair. You get to see him… he gets to see you.”
I cried harder, my shoulders shaking. Elliot untied my legs with quick, efficient movements. The moment my ankles were free, he grabbed my bound wrists and hauled me to my feet. My legs felt weak, but he held me steady, one arm around my waist like we were dancing instead of this nightmare.
“Behave,” he warned quietly as he guided me toward the heavy metal door. “If you try anything—anything at all—I will kill you. Understand?”
I nodded once, tears still falling. He dragged me out of the gray room and up a narrow staircase, my bound hands making every step clumsy. The air grew fresher, colder. We stepped onto the roof.
The wind whipped at my hair and skirt. Elliot guided me right to the edge, his grip firm on my arm. He looked down, whistling low.
“That’s quite the fall. Enough to kill someone. It’d be a horrible death—broken bones, screaming all the way down…”
He gave me a sudden fake push forward. I gasped against the gag, stumbling, my bound hands flailing as the ground rushed up in my mind. Elliot yanked me back at the last second, laughing softly.
“Easy, Charlotte. Not yet.”
He pointed into the distance. Two figures in black moved along a path below—close enough that a scream might carry if I weren’t gagged. Nate and Emma. My heart twisted.
Elliot flipped my phone around so I could see the screen. The photo he’d just taken was loaded, ready to send. “Let’s see his reaction.”
He hit send.
I watched, helpless, as Nate pulled out his phone far below. Even from here, I saw the moment he opened the message. His whole body jerked. He dropped to his knees right there on the path, shoulders shaking as he started sobbing. Emma knelt beside him, but he looked destroyed.
Elliot laughed again, low and pleased, then dragged me back from the edge. “Beautiful. Just beautiful.”
He pulled me down the staircase. I suddenly got a very dangerous idea. I stopped walking on the stairs. I was on the few stairs above him and when he turned around high kicked him right in the jaw. He stumbled back and onto the floor. I run forward trying to escape but as I try to pass him, he grabs my ankle pulling me down, and since my arms are tied I fall onto my face. Pain blossoms on my cheek. I turn and see Elliot spit blood onto the floor. He stands and yanks me to my feet, dragging me back into the cold gray room, and retied my legs to the chair with rough, efficient knots. The gag stayed in place. My tears wouldn’t stop.
Nate had seen me. He knew I was alive—at least for now.
And the rebellion strike was tonight.
I sat there in the dim light, bound tight once more, the echo of Nate’s sobs still ringing in my ears. Hold on, Nate. Please hold on.
I’m still fighting too.




Nate

	The Rebellion meetup was quick. We went over details of the plan and then we dispersed finally ready to execute. My mind always drifted back to Charlotte. It's just before 2 a.m. when we slipped out into the night air, the summer breeze wrapping around us like a secret we refused to let die. My steps stayed measured even though every part of me wanted to run straight to wherever Elliot had hidden her. The fairy lights twinkled faintly in the distance, mocking the darkness I felt without her.
Charlotte… wherever you are in that cold gray place, hold on. I’m tearing this whole system down tonight. And then I’m finding you.
The campus paths felt too quiet as my small team moved toward the west loading dock. The two maintenance techs stayed close, their steps soft and practiced. I kept my dark hoodie pulled low, eyes scanning every shadow. The rebellion strike was happening now—a twelve-minute window, no room for error. We would hit the backup corridor, meet Emma’s team at the core, wipe the Matching computer, and end this nightmare once and for all.
We reached the maintenance corridor entrance without incident. One tech slipped the keycard we’d prepared earlier into the panel. The door clicked open with a soft hiss. We filed inside, the narrow space lit only by dim emergency strips along the floor. My heart pounded steadily and hard. For Charlotte. For our families. For every person who deserved to choose their own future instead of having it dictated by genetics.
We moved quickly but carefully, counting the minutes in our heads. The corridor stretched longer than the primary route, but it kept us away from the main biometric scanners. So far, so good. No alarms. No footsteps ahead.
Then the lights flickered once—twice—and the corridor ahead filled with the sound of boots.
“Ambush!” one of the techs hissed.
Guards poured around the corner—six, maybe seven—batons drawn, faces hidden behind visors. Director Mason’s people. They had been warned. Elliot must have told her everything.
“Take them down—non-lethal if you can!” I shouted, already moving. Chaos surged through me, but it sharpened into something useful now. I dodged the first guard’s swing, grabbed his arm, and twisted hard, sending him crashing into the wall. The second came at me low; I dropped my shoulder and drove him backward into his partner. The narrow space worked in our favor—only two could come at us at once.
The maintenance techs fought beside me, one using a heavy wrench like a club, the other dodging and tripping legs with practiced ease. A baton cracked against my ribs—pain flared hot and sharp—but I spun and landed a solid elbow to the guard’s jaw. He dropped.
Another guard lunged for the tech closest to me. I tackled him sideways, slamming us both into the concrete. We rolled, fists flying. I took a hit to the cheek that split skin, tasting blood, but I kept swinging until he went still.
The corridor echoed with grunts and the thud of bodies hitting walls. One guard tried to radio for backup; I ripped the device from his hand and smashed it under my boot. The last two guards hesitated, seeing their teammates down. We didn’t give them time. The three of us closed in together—quick, coordinated, desperate. A final flurry of movement, a last baton clattering to the floor, and it was over.
We stood panting in the dim light, chests heaving. Blood trickled from my split cheek, and my ribs ached with every breath, but we were still standing. The guards lay unconscious around us, tied quickly with their own zip ties.
“Everyone okay?” I asked, voice rough.
The techs nodded, bruised but upright. “We won,” one muttered, sounding surprised.
I wiped blood from my cheek with the back of my hand. “Yeah. We did. But they knew we were coming. Elliot sold us out completely. We move faster now—no stopping. The window is closing.”
We stepped over the fallen guards and pressed on, the corridor feeling narrower, the air thicker. My mind kept flashing to Charlotte—her pink skirt, her brave little chin lifted even when she was scared. Hold on, Princess. We’re almost there.
The maintenance corridor ended at a heavy door. We checked the time—still inside the window, barely. One tech swiped the stolen keycard. The door slid open with a soft whoosh, revealing the dim sublevel hallway that would lead us to the core server room.
Emma’s team should already be inside if everything had gone according to plan on their end. I took a steadying breath, ignoring the pain in my side, and motioned the others forward.
“For Charlotte,” I whispered under my breath. “For all of us.”
We slipped through the door and into the final stretch, hearts pounding, plan still intact despite the ambush. The central Matching computer waited ahead. Tonight it would fall.
We slipped through the door and into the final stretch, hearts pounding, plan still intact despite the ambush. The central Matching computer waited ahead. Tonight it would fall.
And then I would find my Match and bring her home.
The hallway narrowed into a steep service stairwell that plunged downward. Emergency lights cast long, shaky shadows on the concrete steps. My ribs throbbed from the fight in the corridor, and the cut on my cheek stung every time I breathed, but none of that mattered. Charlotte was somewhere in this building. I could feel it in my bones.
We descended in silence, boots quiet on the metal treads. Two levels down, the air grew colder and damper. The basement. No windows. No natural light. Just gray cement and the low hum of machinery. This was the heart of the Center—the place where the Matching system lived and breathed.
At the bottom landing, a heavy reinforced door waited. One of the maintenance techs swiped the stolen keycard again. The lock clicked. We pushed inside.
The room was vast and dim, support beams rising like steel ribs from floor to ceiling. In the center stood the Matching computer itself—a towering black monolith of servers and blinking panels, humming with quiet power. Cables snaked across the floor like veins. This was it. The singular core that decided every future, every family, every life.
“Bombs on the beams,” I ordered, voice low. “Precise placement. We bring the whole structure down without collapsing the upper levels on anyone. Non-lethal only.”
The two techs moved fast, pulling the small, back-market devices from their packs. They worked in pairs, pressing the charges against the thick support columns with steady hands, setting the timers with quick, practiced motions. Five minutes. That was all we had once the last one was armed.
I headed straight for the computer. My fingers found the wire cutters in my pocket. I dropped to one knee beside the main access panel and started slicing through the thick bundles of cables—red, blue, black—each snip deliberate. Sparks flew in tiny bursts, and the hum of the machine deepened like a wounded animal. I cut the primary data lines next, the ones that fed every Matching record into the system. No more forced futures. No more Director Mason holding families hostage.
One of the techs called over, “Last bomb’s set—on the main support right behind the server rack.”
I nodded without looking up. “Good. Arm it. Five minutes. We move.”
He pressed the final button. A soft beep echoed through the basement. The timers were live.
Time to leave.
We backed toward the stairwell door, checking corners, hearts racing. My team moved with me—bruised, bloodied, but unbroken. We had done it. The system was coming down.
We burst out of the building into the cool night air, the summer breeze hitting my face like a slap. The campus lights glowed softly in the distance, fairy lights twinkling innocently along the paths. For one heartbeat, relief washed over me—we had made it out.
Then the anger hit.
Elliot. Director Mason. They had known. They had ambushed us. They had taken Charlotte. They had played us all from the very beginning.
I stopped dead on the path. My team kept moving for half a second before they realized I wasn’t with them.
“Nate?” one tech whispered urgently. “We have to keep going—the bombs—”
I didn’t answer. My feet were already turning, carrying me away from the safe exit route and toward the back of the main Center building. Director Mason’s office. I knew exactly where it was. I had fed Emma the security schedules for weeks. I knew every blind spot, every camera angle.
I abandoned the plan.
I heard the techs calling my name, but their voices faded behind me. I didn’t care. The chaos inside me had finally broken free. Charlotte was still in there. My family might be in there. I was done playing by their rules.
I slipped around the side of the building, sticking to the shadows, and found the service entrance I had memorized. The door was unlocked—another detail from the schedules. I eased it open and stepped inside.
The hallway was quiet, dimly lit. I moved fast, boots silent on the tile. Director Mason’s office was at the end, a heavy wooden door with her nameplate gleaming under the emergency lights. I tried the handle. Locked. I pulled out the small EMP device one of the techs had given me as backup and pressed it against the electronic lock. It buzzed once. The light on the panel died. I turned the handle again and pushed the door open.
The office was dark and orderly—exactly what I expected from her. A wide desk, neat stacks of files, a single lamp still glowing. I crossed to the desk and started searching, yanking drawers open one after another. Papers, schedules, more threats about families—nothing useful. I slammed the bottom drawer shut and pulled the top one harder than I meant to.
A small framed photo slid forward.
I froze.
It showed Director Mason—red curls, sharp green eyes—standing beside a man in a suit. Between them, smiling as he belonged there, was Elliot. Blond hair perfectly styled, blue eyes bright. The plaque at the bottom read simply: The Masons.
My blood turned to ice, then to fire.
They were family. Elliot was her son. The whole time he had been “helping” the rebellion, he had been feeding information straight back to his mother. We had been played. Every meeting, every plan, every detail Charlotte and I had trusted him with—he had handed it over like it was nothing.
Rage exploded inside me. I slammed my fist into the wall beside the desk so hard the plaster cracked.
The sound was wrong. Hollow.
I paused, breathing hard, and pressed my palm flat against the wall again. It gave a faint, empty echo. I ran my fingers along the seam, pressing, searching. There—a tiny latch hidden behind a decorative panel. I clicked it.
The section of wall swung inward on silent hinges.
A huge spiral staircase twisted upward into darkness, lit only by faint red emergency strips. My heart slammed against my ribs. I didn’t hesitate. I ran up the stairs two at a time, the metal steps ringing under my boots.
At the top was a narrow hallway. Three doors.
I banged on the first one with my fist. Shouts answered from inside—familiar voices. I twisted the handle. It was unlocked.
My family spilled out.
Mom, Dad, Taylor—all of them beaten and bruised, faces swollen, clothes torn. Taylor had a cut on her cheek. Mom’s arm was wrapped in a makeshift sling. Dad looked like he had taken the worst of it, one eye nearly swollen shut.
“Nate!” Mom cried, pulling me into a fierce hug even though it clearly hurt her.
I held them tight for one desperate second, then pushed them toward the stairs. “Run. The building is coming down soon. Bombs are set. Go—now! I’ll be right behind you.”
They didn’t argue. They knew that look in my eyes. They hurried down the spiral staircase, footsteps echoing.
I crossed the hall to the opposite door and banged on it. More shouts. I opened it.
Charlotte’s family—her mom, dad, Lydia, and Jake—were inside, just as hurt. Lydia had a bruise blooming across her jaw. Her dad’s lip was split. They looked up at me with wide, terrified eyes.
“Run!” I yelled. “Down the stairs—the building is going to collapse. Go!”
They scrambled to their feet and followed my family down the staircase without a word.
One door left.
I banged on it. Nothing. No shouts. No movement.
My hands shook as I turned the handle.
The room was small and gray. A single bulb swung overhead. And there, tied to a metal chair, was Charlotte.
Her pink skirt was rumpled and dirty. Her white top clung to her in places from sweat and tears. Her hair had fallen loose from its ribbon, strands sticking to her tear-streaked face. A gag was tied tightly between her teeth. Her wrists and ankles were bound with rough rope. She looked exhausted, hungry, terrified—but when her blue eyes met mine, something bright and fierce flickered there.
“Charlotte,” I breathed, crossing the room in three strides.
I dropped to my knees in front of her chair and reached for the gag first, fingers gentle as I untied it. The cloth fell away. She sucked in a shaky breath, lips trembling.
“Nate,” she whispered, voice hoarse and cracking. “You came.”
I cupped her face with both hands, thumbs brushing away fresh tears. “I’m here. I’m right here, Princess. I’m so sorry it took me this long.”
She leaned into my touch, eyes fluttering closed for a second. “I knew you would. I kept telling myself… hold on. He’s coming.”
I moved to the ropes on her wrists next, pulling out the small knife I had taken from one of the guards earlier. The blade was careful against her skin as I sawed through the rough cords. “I’m cutting you free. Just stay with me. We’re getting out of here.”
The first wrist came loose. She flexed her fingers with a small whimper. I took her hand in mine and pressed a quick, desperate kiss to her palm before moving to the other wrist.
“You’re so brave,” I murmured as I worked. “So organized and strong and… pink. Even in this awful place, you’re still my pink princess. I’m never letting you out of my sight again. Never.”
The second wrist fell free. She immediately wrapped both arms around my neck, pulling me close. I hugged her back just as tightly, one hand cradling the back of her head, the other around her waist. She buried her face in my shoulder and let out a soft, broken sob.
“I was so scared,” she whispered against my hoodie. “Elliot kept saying you wouldn’t find me… that the rebellion would fail without me organizing it. But I kept thinking about you—your crooked grin, the way you call me Princess even when it annoys me, the way you make everything feel warmer even when it’s chaotic. I held on because of you.”
I stroked her hair, rocking her gently. “I know, baby. I know. I was losing my mind out there. Every second without you felt wrong. The apartment’s too quiet without you organizing my socks and fluffing pillows. I even missed you yelling at me about crumbs.”
She let out a watery laugh that turned into another sob. “Don’t you dare leave crumbs ever again.”
“Never,” I promised, voice thick. “I’ll fold my own socks. I’ll eat vanilla eggs every morning if you make them. I’ll even let you color-code the entire rebellion if that’s what you want. Just… stay with me. Please.”
I pulled back just enough to look at her face. Her blue eyes were red-rimmed but shining with that familiar, organized fire. I brushed a stray piece of hair from her cheek and leaned in, pressing my forehead to hers. Our noses brushed. For a long moment, we just breathed each other in—warm, alive, together.
“I love you, Charlotte,” I whispered. “I have for a while. Even when we were driving each other crazy. Especially then.”
Fresh tears slipped down her cheeks, but she smiled—small, real, and pink as sunrise. “I love you, too, you chaotic boy. I only want you. Always.”
I kissed her then—soft, certain, tasting of salt and relief and every unspoken promise we had danced around for months. Her hands fisted in my hoodie, pulling me closer. I held her like she might vanish if I let go.
When we finally broke apart, both of us breathing hard, I rested my forehead against hers again. “We have to go. The bombs—”
She nodded quickly. “I know. I’m ready.”
I moved to her ankles next, slicing through the last ropes with careful, steady cuts. The moment they fell away, she stood on shaky legs. I caught her around the waist, steadying her.
“I’ve got you,” I said. “Lean on me.”
She did, tucking herself against my side, as she belonged there. We turned toward the door together.
Elliot was standing in the doorway.
Rage filled me so fast and hot it felt like fire in my veins. He was still perfectly styled, blond hair neat, blue eyes calm and amused, like this was all part of his game.
I charged.
Elliot’s eyes widened for half a second before he turned and ran up the spiral staircase toward the roof. I followed, boots pounding on the metal steps. Behind me, I heard Charlotte’s voice calling my name—“Nate! Wait!”—but the roar in my ears was too loud. I had to end this.
We burst out onto the roof. The night wind whipped around us, cold and sharp. The campus lights glowed far below. Elliot stopped near the edge, chest heaving, that same smug smile curling his lips.
“You really thought you could win?” he called over the wind. “My mother and I planned every move. The rebellion was always going to fail. And Charlotte… she was always going to be mine to break.”
Those words—the way he said her name, as if she belonged to him—snapped the last thread of control I had left.
I roared and lunged.
We collided hard. Fists flew. I landed a punch to his jaw that sent him stumbling. He swung back, catching me in the ribs where the guard had hit me earlier. Pain exploded, but I didn’t stop. We grappled, shoving and yelling, moving closer and closer to the edge.
Elliot’s back hit the low parapet. He grinned through bloody lips, eyes wild. “You’ll never be good enough for her, Nate. She needs someone organized. Someone who can give her the perfect life. Not a chaotic mess like you.”
The words hit harder than any punch. For one heartbeat, I saw red—saw every doubt I had ever had about being enough for my pink, organized princess.
I pulled my arm back and threw the hardest sucker punch of my life.
My fist connected with his face with a sickening crack. Elliot’s head snapped sideways. He lost his balance, arms windmilling.
He fell.
The wind swallowed his scream. I look over the edge and see his once-perfect appearance now mangled from the fall. Yeah, that’s what you get for hurting her! 
Suddenly, the memory of the bombs slammed back into me. Five minutes—how much time had passed? I spun toward the stairwell door.
Charlotte was there, eyes wide, calling my name again.
Our eyes locked.
I opened my mouth to scream “Run!”— and then the roof shuddered violently beneath us. A deafening roar split the night as the basement supports gave way. The entire building began to collapse inward, floors buckling one after another like dominoes. Chunks of concrete and steel rained down around us. The fairy lights in the distance flickered once and went dark.
I lunged for Charlotte, grabbing her, for probably the very last time.




Charlotte

The roof shuddered beneath our feet like a living thing giving its final breath. Nate’s arms tightened around me, pulling me fully against his chest as the world tilted violently. The concrete slab we stood on cracked and began to slide—slow at first, then faster—carrying us down the roaring avalanche of broken buildings like a raft on a tsunami of stone and steel.
“Nate!” I cried, my voice lost in the thunder. My pink skirt whipped around my legs, torn and filthy, but I clung to him with everything I had left. His hoodie was warm and solid beneath my fingers, his heartbeat hammering against mine. We were going to die here. After everything—after the fights and the flowers and the slow, stubborn way we had learned to love each other—we were going to be crushed under the very system we had helped tear down.
“Hold on to me, Princess!” he shouted over the roar, his chaotic voice cracking with fear and fierce determination. One arm locked around my waist, the other cradling the back of my head as if he could shield me from the falling sky. Chunks of concrete rained past us. Dust choked the air. The fairy lights that had once twinkled so innocently were long gone, swallowed by darkness and destruction.
The slab beneath us pitched sharply. My stomach lurched. We slid faster, the broken building surging around us like a gray wave. I buried my face in Nate’s chest, breathing in the familiar scent of him mixed with sweat and smoke. “I love you,” I whispered against his hoodie, the words almost lost. “Even when you drive me crazy.”
“I love you too,” he answered, voice rough and raw. “Always, Charlotte. Don’t you dare let go.”
The ground rushed up to meet us. For one endless, terrifying second, I thought this was the end.
Then—impact.
The slab slammed into softer rubble at the base, jolting us hard but not crushing us. We tumbled the last few feet in a tangle of limbs and dust, landing in a heap on a pile of broken concrete and twisted steel. The roar slowly faded into ringing silence.
I lay there, stunned, coughing. Nate’s arms were still wrapped tightly around me. Neither of us moved for a long moment.
“We… we’re alive,” I whispered, my voice trembling. My blue eyes met his brown ones through the settling dust. His face was streaked with dirt and blood from earlier fights, but that crooked grin—my chaotic boy’s grin—slowly broke through.
“Yeah,” he breathed, cupping my cheek with a shaking hand. “We made it, Princess. You and me. Still here.”
Fresh tears slipped down my cheeks, but they were tears of relief this time. I pressed my forehead to his, noses brushing, breathing each other in. The building continued to groan and settle around us, but in this small pocket of rubble, we were safe. Alive. Together.
Footsteps crunched over debris. “Nate! Charlotte!”
Emma’s voice cut through the haze. She scrambled over broken beams, blonde hair wild, green eyes wide with disbelief and triumph. She skidded to a stop beside us, dropping to her knees.
“You did it!” she cried, half-laughing, half-sobbing. “The central Matching computer is gone—completely wiped. All records destroyed. No more forced futures. The rebellion succeeded beyond anything we hoped for!”
Nate helped me sit up, keeping one arm securely around my waist. I leaned into him, still trembling.
Emma continued, breathless. “We just got radio confirmation—Director Mason was inside the building when it collapsed. She’s gone. No rebel casualties. Everyone made it out.”
Relief washed over me so strongly that my vision blurred again. “Our families?” I asked, voice small.
“They’re safe,” Emma said gently, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “They’re receiving medical attention right now—bruises, a few broken bones, but nothing life-threatening. They’re being cared for at a secure site. You protected them. Both of you did.”
Nate let out a shaky laugh and pulled me closer, pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “We did it, Princess. They’re free.”
I nodded against his chest, fresh tears soaking his hoodie. The weight that had pressed on my heart for so long finally lifted.
Emma stood, brushing dust from her clothes. “But we’re not done yet. We need you two to follow me to a secure location. The President is coming to speak with us—personally. There are decisions to be made about what comes next. The whole world is watching now.”
Nate and I exchanged a glance. His brown eyes were tired but bright with that familiar spark—the one that had annoyed me, then warmed me, then became everything. He brushed a stray piece of hair from my face with gentle fingers.
“Ready?” he asked softly.
I smoothed the front of his ruined hoodie with one precise little movement, even now. My pink skirt was torn and gray with dust, but I lifted my chin the way I always had.
“With you?” I whispered. “Always.”
He helped me to my feet, keeping his arm around me as we followed Emma through the rubble. The summer night air felt cooler now, carrying the faint, distant scent of roses that had somehow survived. Our steps were careful but steady, side by side.
The building that had once controlled every future lay in ruins behind us.
Emma led us through a side entrance that had somehow survived the collapse, her steps quick and sure. “This way. The main areas are compromised, but a few interior rooms held. We cleared one for safety.”
We followed her down a dimly lit corridor, the emergency lights casting long, shaky shadows. Nate’s fingers brushed my waist in silent reassurance. I leaned into him just a little, letting his warmth chase away the chill that had nothing to do with the night air.
Emma stopped at a plain metal door that looked untouched by the destruction. She swiped a keycard and pushed it open. “In here. It’s secure—no cameras, no listening devices. We’ll wait until the President arrives.”
The room was small but intact: a simple conference table, several chairs, and a single overhead light that hummed softly. No windows. No pink. Just plain gray walls and the faint smell of concrete dust. It felt strangely peaceful after everything.
Nate pulled out a chair for me first, ever the chaotic gentleman when it mattered most. I sat, smoothing what remained of my skirt with careful fingers. He dropped into the seat beside me, scooting close enough that our knees touched under the table. His hand found mine immediately, fingers lacing together with that familiar, grounding warmth.
Emma took the chair across from us, folding her hands on the table. “Rest while you can. The President is en route. He wants to hear directly from the two of you—what you saw, what you endured, why the rebellion had to happen.”
I nodded, too exhausted to speak much. Nate squeezed my hand once, his thumb tracing gentle circles on my skin. “We’ll tell him everything,” he said quietly. “The lies. The control. The way they used our families like leverage. All of it.”
We waited.
Minutes stretched into an hour. Then another. The hum of the light and our quiet breathing filled the small space. Nate never let go of my hand. Every so often he would lean over and press a soft kiss to my temple or whisper, “Still here, Princess. We made it.”
I rested my head against his shoulder, letting the steady beat of his heart calm my own. My organized mind kept replaying the collapse—the terror of sliding down that wave of broken building, the way he had held me like I was the only thing worth saving. Even now, covered in dust and bruises, he felt like home.
Two full hours passed before the door finally opened.
President Thatcher stepped inside, flanked by two quiet aides. He was taller than I expected, with silver hair and a serious but kind face. He wore a simple dark suit, no tie, as if he had come straight from whatever emergency meeting had pulled him here.
Emma stood at once. Nate and I rose more slowly, still holding hands.
“Mr. and Mrs. Andrews,” the President said, his voice calm and measured. He gestured for us to sit. “I’ve been briefed on the events of tonight. The central Matching computer is destroyed. Director Mason is confirmed deceased. The system that controlled so many lives for so long… is gone.”
He took the seat at the head of the table, folding his hands. “I need to hear it from you. Why the rebellion became necessary. The lies. The control. The threats to families. Tell me everything—no detail too small.”
Nate glanced at me. I gave his hand a gentle squeeze, then began.
I spoke of the fear that had lived in our apartment from the very first day—how every smile for the cameras had hidden the truth that our families’ jobs and contact could be taken away if we stepped out of line. I told him about the forced appearances, the way Director Mason had dangled our loved ones like bait, the cold gray room where I had been held, tied and terrified. Nate added the parts I couldn’t—his secret work feeding information to Emma, the ambush in the corridor, the moment he found me bound to that chair and realized Elliot had betrayed us all.
We spoke of the lies at the heart of the Matching program: that genetics could guarantee perfect harmony when, in truth, it had stolen choice and used fear to maintain control. We told him how families had been threatened, how records dictated futures instead of hearts, how even small acts of rebellion—like a movie night or a simple disagreement—had risked everything.
President Thatcher listened without interruption, his expression growing heavier with every word. When we finally fell silent, he sat back, rubbing his forehead.
“I will not pretend this is simple,” he said at last. “The Matching system was built with good intentions—to reduce suffering, to create stable homes. But what you describe is not stability. It is control built on fear and deception. I will analyze every testimony, every piece of evidence from tonight. The records you destroyed will help us understand the full scope of what was hidden.”
He looked between us, eyes steady. “You two have given the world a chance at real choice. That courage will not be forgotten. For now, rest. Medical teams are standing by for you and your families. We will speak again soon about what comes next—how to rebuild without repeating the mistakes of the past.”
Nate’s hand tightened around mine. I lifted my chin, the familiar organized calm settling over me even through the exhaustion.
“Thank you, Mr. President,” I said softly.
He nodded once, then rose. “You’ve earned that rest. We’ll talk again when you’re ready.”
The door closed behind him and his aides, leaving the three of us in the quiet room once more.
Emma let out a long breath. “You did well. Both of you.”
Nate turned to me, brushing dust from my cheek with careful fingers. His crooked grin appeared, tired but real. “We really did it, Princess. No more forced futures. Our families are safe. And we… we’re still here. Together.”
I leaned into his touch, my heart fluttering in that sweet, familiar way it had learned to do for him. “Together,” I whispered. “Always.”
Even in this plain gray room, with dust on my torn pink skirt and bruises on my skin, everything felt warmer because he was beside me—my chaotic, funny, endlessly annoying Match who had become the one I could not imagine living without.
We had torn down the old world.
Now, hand in hand, we would help build whatever came next.
We stepped out of the small gray room into the cool night air, Nate’s arm still wrapped securely around my waist. The rubble of the collapsed building loomed behind us like a sleeping giant, but the weight that had pressed on my heart for so long had finally lifted. Emma walked a few steps ahead, guiding us toward a waiting medical tent where soft lights glowed and voices murmured with quiet relief.
The next week passed in a gentle, exhausted blur.
There were check-ups—doctors examining cuts, bruises, and the deep ache in my ribs from the fall. Nate hovered the entire time, his hand never far from mine, making silly jokes about “pink princesses who survive building collapses” until even the nurses smiled. Our families were there too, wrapped in blankets and bandages, but safe. Mom hugged me so tightly I could barely breathe, whispering how proud she was. Dad’s eyes shone with unshed tears as he clapped Nate on the shoulder. Lydia, still glowing despite everything, rested a hand on her growing belly and told me the baby would have the best aunt in the world. Taylor braided my hair again, ribbons bright against the hospital white, chattering about how Nate had finally found someone who could keep him in line.
Reunions were tearful and joyful all at once. We laughed, we cried, we held each other like we might disappear. But when the embraces ended, a new rule came down: all Matches—past and present—were mandated to remain at the Center until final decisions were made. Our families were allowed to go home, healed and free, but we had to stay.
Interviews with the rebellion leaders filled the quiet hours. We sat in bright rooms and told our stories again and again—how the system had lied, how fear had ruled, how love had grown anyway in the cracks between the control. Nate’s chaotic energy made the officials smile even as he described smashing the forget-me-not pot; my organized lists of every threat and forced smile helped paint the full picture. Through it all, Nate never let go of my hand.
A full week after the collapse, we gathered in the main courtyard as the sun dipped low, painting everything in soft gold and pink. A large screen had been set up, and the entire remaining population of the Center stood in hushed clusters, waiting.
The broadcast flickered on.
President Thatcher appeared, his face serious but kind. He spoke clearly, his voice carrying across the silent crowd.
“After careful review of all testimonies and evidence, the government has reached its decision. The Matching system, in its current form, was built on control and deception rather than true harmony. Therefore, all Matches—past and present—are hereby declared null and void. You are no longer bound by genetics or government decree.”
A ripple of gasps and soft cries moved through the courtyard.
“However,” the President continued, “you are free to renew your Match if you choose. You may stay with the person you have grown to love, or you may choose someone new—or no one at all. The decision is yours. Agency has been returned to you. Live your lives as you see fit.”
The screen went dark.
For one breathless moment, the entire Center seemed to hold its breath.
Then movement began.
Nate turned to me, brown eyes shining with that familiar crooked grin. Without a word, we both reached for the paperwork stations that had been set up along the edges of the courtyard. Our hands brushed as we filled out the simple forms—renewing our Match, choosing each other not because genetics demanded it, but because our hearts had decided.
We finished at the same moment and started running—laughing, breathless—toward the nearest official. Halfway there, we collided with two other running figures.
“Char!” Mia squealed, nearly dropping her papers. Cash steadied her with a gentlemanly hand at her waist, his own forms clutched tightly.
“You too?” I asked, eyes wide.
Mia nodded, cheeks pink with joy. “We talked about it all week. Turns out we didn’t need the system to know we wanted to stay together.”
Cash tipped his hat with a warm smile. “Some things are worth choosing twice.”
We laughed together, then hurried the last few steps and handed our papers to the waiting official. He stamped each set with a quiet finality and nodded. “Approved. You are now Matched by choice.”
We stepped back into the open courtyard, still holding hands—Nate and me, Mia and Cash. All around us, the most beautiful sight unfolded.
Some couples stood close, filling out renewal forms with soft smiles and lingering touches—hugs that said I choose you. Others exchanged solemn waves of goodbye, tears in their eyes but shoulders lighter as they walked separate paths for the first time in months. A few wandered alone, heads high, breathing in the fresh air of real freedom. Everyone was making their own choice. Finally.
I turned to Nate, my heart so full it felt like it might burst. Dust still clung to his hoodie, a bruise shadowed his cheek, but he had never looked more dear to me—my chaotic, funny, endlessly annoying boy who had become my everything.
“I may not agree with the Matching system,” I whispered, reaching up to brush a stray piece of hair from his forehead, “but I don’t think I could have chosen anyone better myself.”
Nate’s crooked grin softened into something deeper, warmer. He cupped my face with both hands, thumbs gentle against my cheeks.
“Then it’s a good thing we get to decide now,” he murmured.
He leaned down, and I rose onto my toes. Our lips met in a kiss that tasted of dust and relief and every hard-won moment that had led us here—soft, certain, and full of promise. Around us the courtyard hummed with the quiet beauty of choice: waves of goodbye, embraces of renewal, footsteps walking new paths.
When we finally pulled back, foreheads resting together, Nate whispered against my lips, “Here’s to the future we get to decide.”
I smiled, blue eyes meeting brown. “We all get to decide.”
And in that moment, with his arms around me and the whole world opening wide with possibility, I understood the most profound truth of all:
Agency is not given by genetics or governments. It is claimed, day by day, choice by choice,by two imperfect hearts brave enough to say “Yes… but only if it’s you.”




Epilogue 

            The late afternoon sun painted our front yard in soft gold and pink, the same gentle hues I had always loved. I stood on the wide wooden porch, one hand resting lightly on the railing, watching our five children tumble across the grass like bright wildflowers in the breeze.
            Little Rose, our four-year-old, chased her brothers with a handful of daisies clutched in her fist, her giggles floating up like music. Beside her, six-year-old Finn and eight-year-old Beckett were attempting to build the world’s tallest stick fort, arguing good-naturedly over whose branch was better. Ten-year-old Lila sat a little apart under the big oak tree, carefully arranging her collection of colored stones into perfect patterns while keeping an eye on the younger ones. And our oldest, twelve-year-old Everett, stood guard over the whole chaotic scene with that serious, protective look he had inherited from his father.
            My heart felt so full it could burst.
            I turned just as Mia stepped onto her own porch next door, a sleepy baby girl nestled on her hip and three-year-old Willow toddling beside her, clutching her mother’s skirt with one chubby hand.
            “Char!” Mia called, waving with her free arm. She crossed the short stretch of grass between our houses, Willow’s little legs pumping to keep up. “Mind if we join you for a minute? Cash is still at the ranch, and these two needed some fresh air.”
            “Of course,” I said, smiling as I pulled out the extra rocking chair we kept on the porch for exactly these visits. “Come sit. Willow, would you like to see the new flower bed? Rose planted pink tulips last week.”
Willow’s eyes lit up, and she toddled straight toward the steps while Mia settled into the chair with little Iris still dozing against her shoulder.
            For a few quiet minutes we simply rocked, watching the children play. The breeze carried the scent of fresh-cut grass and blooming roses—the real kind, not the ones that once grew under strict control at the Center.
            Mia’s voice was soft when she finally spoke. “Do you ever think about it? The Center… everything that happened back then?”
            I let my gaze drift over my children again—laughing, arguing, creating, choosing their own games without anyone telling them who they were allowed to love or how their futures should look.
            “Yes,” I admitted quietly. “Sometimes I do. I remember the fear, the gray rooms, the way they tried to dictate every heartbeat. But mostly I’m glad it’s gone. We as a people… we’ve healed from that wound. We learned that love isn’t something that can be forced or measured by genetics. It’s chosen, every single day, with open hands and honest hearts.”
            Mia smiled, gently bouncing Iris as the baby stirred. “I think about it too. But then I look at Willow and Iris, and at Cash singing silly songs to them in the kitchen, and I know we made the right choice. Renewing our Match wasn’t because the system told us to. It was because we wanted to.”
            Before I could answer, the low rumble of a familiar truck sounded down the lane. My heart gave that same sweet flutter it had given for decades.
            I excused myself with a quick touch to Mia’s arm and hurried down the porch steps, my steps light even after all these years. The truck rolled to a stop in the driveway, and Nate stepped out—older now, with silver threading through his once-messy brown hair and laugh lines etched deeply around those warm brown eyes, but still my Nate. Still the man who could make my organized heart skip with nothing more than a crooked grin.
He barely had time to close the door before I was in his arms.
            “Welcome home,” I whispered against his chest, breathing in the familiar scent of him mixed with fresh air and a long day’s work.
            His arms wrapped around me, strong and sure as ever. “Missed you, Princess,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to my temple.                                    “Every single mile.”
           The children spotted him then.
           “Dad!” they cried in a joyful chorus.
           Rose reached him first, launching herself into his arms. He caught her with a laugh and spun her around in a wide circle, her delighted squeals filling the yard. Finn and Beckett abandoned their fort to tackle his legs, while Lila set her stones aside and Everett walked over with that quiet, steady smile, already reaching to help carry his father’s bag.
           Nate set Rose down gently and pulled all of them into one big, chaotic hug, his eyes finding mine over their heads. In that moment—watching him laugh with our children, silver hair catching the golden light, love written so clearly on every line of his face—I felt a wave of gratitude so deep it stole my breath.
           How lucky I was.
           How lucky we all were.
           The Matching system had tried to force us together, but it was never the system that kept us here. It was a choice. Every hard day, every forgiveness, every quiet “I still choose you” we had whispered through the years.
Mia waved from the porch, Willow now perched on her lap, and I waved back with a soft smile.
           Nate finally straightened, keeping one arm around Everett’s shoulders while Rose clung to his leg. He looked at me across the yard, that same crooked grin I had once found so annoying now the most precious sight in my world.
           I walked back to him, slipping my hand into his as naturally as breathing.
His eyes warmed with everything we had built together—five beautiful children, a home filled with laughter and occasional sock balls on the floor, a life decided day by day, heart by heart.
He leaned down and kissed me gently, right there in the golden light with our children giggling around us and Mia calling out something teasing from the porch.
           And as the sun dipped lower, painting our little corner of the world in soft pink and warm navy, I thought:
In the end, the greatest gift was never a perfect genetic match.
It was the freedom to choose—and to keep choosing—love, every single day.
We all get to decide. And I would choose him, again, and again, for the rest of my days.
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