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The Sisters

The sound of the front door clicking shut downstairs was the final, sharp note in the symphony of my parents' expectations. I walked into the room that my twin sister, Madison, and I shared, the familiar stress tightening in my chest like a physical weight. Thirteen years old, and it felt like I was already carrying the world on my shoulders, specifically the academic world.

"Isabella, did you finish the extra calculus problems Ms. Davison sent?" "Have you outlined the research paper for the history competition?" "Remember, the regional science fair is next month. We need to finalise your project."

It was a constant drumbeat, a relentless pressure to perform, to excel, and to win. My academic brilliance, a thing that should have felt like a gift, often felt more like a cage. Every achievement was immediately met with the next hurdle, the next competition, and the next opportunity to earn prize money or prestige, which, in my parents' eyes, seemed to be the primary value of intelligence. Hobbies were tolerated only if they could somehow be framed as resume builders. Actual interests, things I did purely for enjoyment, had to be hidden. My martial arts classes, for instance? I would tell them I was at the library, studying, or working on a group project. The guilt of the lie often mingled with the quiet defiance of carving out a tiny space just for me.

Madison was at her desk across the room, her back to me, utterly absorbed in the blue glow of her monitor. Her fingers danced across the keyboard, eyes wide and focused. Her world, at least in that moment, seemed so much simpler than mine. Our parents tended to overlook Madison. She wasn't academically "brilliant" in their terms. She got good grades, respectable grades, but she wasn't winning science fairs or acing national math competitions. They didn't push her the way they pushed me. It was like she existed in a softer light, less scrutinised, less burdened.

I slumped onto my bed, the springs groaning in protest. "Ugh, I can't think about another equation, another essay."

Madison didn't immediately respond, her attention still fixed on the screen. Then, a muffled sigh. "Lucky you. At least they see you."

I stiffened. That sigh carried a weight I knew well. It wasn't accusatory, not really. It was just... tired. The quiet ache of feeling faded in the background when your twin sister was constantly in the spotlight, even if that spotlight felt more like a high-intensity interrogation lamp to the one standing in it.

She finally turned, her eyes soft. "I just... sometimes I wish I was as smart as you, Bell. Then maybe they'd notice me more, get excited about what I do."

A sympathetic scoff escaped my lips, but it was tinged with genuine understanding. "Trust me, Maddy, it's not all it's cracked up to be. It's just a different kind of pressure. A different kind of invisibility, maybe. Like they only see the grades, not the person." I thought of the hours spent alone with textbooks, the missed sleep, the panic attacks before big tests. "It's a lot of stress. Expectations."

Madison turned back to her screen, her voice quieter now. "Yeah, but at least you have expectations. Mine are just... 'Don't fail.' It's like... okay, I won't. What then?" She navigated something complex on her screen, clicking here and there. "I just fade into the wallpaper."

I got up and walked over to her desk, leaning against the wall beside her. The screen showed a detailed map of coastlines, tiny ships moving across blue water, and chat windows flickering with text. Saleh Colonies: Age of Reconfiguration. Her online world.

"What are you doing?" I asked, genuinely curious.

"Trading," she said, not looking up. "Got a good price on salt in Port Kanisa. Heading north to sell it in Lavendale. Gotta watch out for pirates, though, and the northern ships."

"Northern ships? Like the enemy?"

"Yeah. The Northern Empire. They raid coastal towns, attack trade routes. You gotta defend yourself, organise convoys, build up your port's defenses." She pointed at a small icon near the edge of the map. "That's my ship, the Cardinal. Just a small merchant thing right now, but I'm saving up for something bigger. Maybe a frigate."

Her passion was evident in her voice, a brightness that wasn't there when she talked about school. She was animated, engaged.

"It looks... complicated," I said.

"It is, but it's fun. It's like... strategy, but not calculus. And you talk to people." She gestured to the chat windows. "That's the guild chat, 'Coastal Alliance.' We help each other out, warn about enemy movements, haggle over prices."

I watched the text scroll by. Players discussing trade routes, offering goods, coordinating patrols. A completely different world from the hushed libraries and competitive classrooms I inhabited. A world where different kinds of skills mattered: negotiation, navigation, resource management, coordination. Not just test scores.

"I envy you," I admitted, the words surprising even myself. "You can just... get lost in this. Forget everything else."

Madison finally paused her gameplay and turned to face me properly. "You could too," she said simply.

My eyebrows shot up. "Me? Play a game?" It felt alien, like suggesting I take up competitive underwater basket weaving. My parents considered games a waste of precious brain power, time that could be better spent on... well, anything else academic.

"Yeah. Why not? You need a break, Bell. You're always so stressed. And you're good at strategy stuff, aren't you? You figure out puzzles like nobody's business." She gestured towards a corner of the room where my current non-academic project sat half-finished: a painstakingly detailed model of the Lusitania made entirely from popsicle sticks. My quiet act of rebellion, hidden from parental view.

"It's just a game, though," I said, feeling a familiar resistance. "It's not... productive."

"It's productive for me," Madison countered gently. “ And it has some pretty cool back story lore. It's not like those games that always have to take place in the middle ages with magical fantasy crap. It takes place in the future, imagining the world where the native Americans were actually allowed to thrive. Besides, it helps me feel... not faded. Like I can actually do something cool. And it's fun. Isn't that allowed?"

Her quiet insistence hit home. Was fun allowed? Maybe I needed to allow it myself. I thought about the martial arts classes I had to lie about, the popsicle stick model built in secret moments. Maybe there was a space in my life for something purely for enjoyment, something that wasn't measured, graded, or used as leverage.

My gaze drifted from Madison's screen to my laptop, sitting inert on my own desk. It was mainly used for typing essays and doing research.

"Okay," I said, the word feeling foreign on my tongue. "Maybe... maybe just for a little while."

A bright smile bloomed on Madison's face, chasing away the shadow of feeling overlooked. "Really? Awesome! Just... try it. It's free to play anyway."

I walked over to my desk, gently pushing my unfinished Lusitania model slightly further into the corner so it wouldn't get damaged. I opened my laptop, the screen booting up. I felt a strange mix of apprehension and excitement.

"Okay, so... I go to the Saleh Colonies website?"

"Yep. Download the client, make a profile." Madison was already navigating away from her main game screen to guide me. "It's pretty straightforward."

I followed her instructions, clicking through the setup process. The game client downloaded relatively quickly. Then came the profile creation. Name: _____.

"What do I put here?" I asked, staring at the blank field. I couldn't use my real name. That felt too exposed, too tied to that Isabella.

Madison leaned over, looking at my screen. "Hmm. You need a game name. Something that feels right." She chuckled. "Mine's Blade."

"Blade?" I repeated, picturing her navigating the treacherous online seas. It suited her, that desire to feel sharp, strong, visible.

"Yeah. Helps me feel... powerful, I guess. Not like I'm blending in. You should be Dagger."

"Dagger?" I mused the name over. Blade and Dagger. Weapons, yes, but twin weapons. Similar, sharp, but distinct. A dagger was maybe smaller, faster, used for precision or surprise. A perfect counterpoint to a blade. It felt... right. It felt like something that could exist alongside the Isabella who aced tests, but was something else too. Something with edges.

"Dagger," I typed, the letters appearing on the screen. It wasn't Isabella. It wasn't the stressed-out prodigy. It was... someone new.

"Yeah," Madison said, a grin spreading across her face. "Blade and Dagger. Perfect. Okay, choose your starting port. My home port is Port Kanisa. It's pretty huge because it's the capital of the colonies., You could start there, and I can help you get oriented."

I clicked on Port Kanisa, then the "Create Profile" button. The screen shifted, loading textures, sounds, a whole new world waiting behind the glass.

The first thing I saw was water. Rippling, blue water stretching out before the bustling wooden docks. Ships of various sizes bobbed gently, sunlight glinting off their sails and hulls. Avatars of other players walked the docks, interacted with NPCs at market stalls, or stood by their vessels. Chat windows popped up: "[Global] SaltyDog: Anyone have iron ore in Port Kanisa? Paying well!" "[Coastal Alliance] HelmsmanHarry: Blade, convoy leaving for Cape Seminole in 10 mins, joining?"

My avatar appeared on the dock, a simple figure in generic seafaring clothes. I looked around, feeling a weird mix of disorientation and fascination. It wasn't real, of course. But for the first time all day, the weight of calculus problems and history competitions felt distant, replaced by the sound of virtual seagulls and the sight of wooden ships.

Madison, as 'Blade' – her avatar looking much cooler than mine, with slightly fancier clothes and a determined stance – suddenly appeared beside me on the screen. Her name tag floated above her head.

[Coastal Alliance] Blade: Hey sis! Welcome aboard.

I smiled, a genuine, unstressed smile. My fingers hovered over the keyboard, ready to type as Dagger. This wasn't a test. This wasn't a competition. It was just... a game. And for the first time in a long time, that felt like a world of possibility. The stress hadn't vanished, not completely, but here, in Saleh Colonies, logged in as Dagger, it felt just a little bit lighter.

[Coastal Alliance] Dagger: Ahoy, sis. Good to be here.
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The Parents

The low hum of the fluorescent lights above felt particularly oppressive that day, pressing down on the rows of identical desks in Mrs. Davison’s eighth-grade history class. Outside, the San Francisco fog usually softened the edges of the world, but inside, everything felt sharp and exposed, especially today. Midterm tests were coming back.

I liked history, just like I liked most subjects. It was a jigsaw puzzle of people and events, and I enjoyed figuring out how the pieces fit together. Mrs. Davison wasn’t the most exciting teacher, but she knew her stuff, and she encouraged questions that went beyond the textbook. That was enough for me.

Beside me, Madison shifted in her seat. My twin sister. We were in the same grade, shared a room, shared parents who were... intense. But we didn't share much else when it came to schoolwork. She just wanted to finish the day without drawing attention. Our parents made sure attention felt like a spotlight, and Madison preferred the shadows.

When Mrs. Davison started calling names, handing back the stapled packets face down, a quiet tension settled over the room. I wasn’t nervous about the grade. My grades were usually good, always A’s. That was the only currency that truly mattered to my parents. But grades felt... hollow sometimes. Like a number that proved you could memorize things, not necessarily that you understood them, or that you were genuinely curious.

My name was called. I walked up, took the test, and returned to my seat without looking at the grade. I knew it would be high. Across the aisle, Madison’s name was called next. I saw her shoulders slump slightly as she walked back; a tiny, almost imperceptible movement, but I knew her well enough to read it. She sat down and flipped her test over quickly. I didn’t look, but I could tell by the way she held her shoulders, the way her fingers tightened on the corners of the paper, that it wasn't an A.

I flipped my own test over. A+ written in red pen at the top. A tidy, satisfying grade. I scanned the comments – a note about a particularly insightful answer on the economic causes of the Civil War. That felt good. Doing well felt good, yes, but getting a comment that showed the teacher saw I’d thought about the subject, not just regurgitated facts, felt better.

As Mrs. Davison continued handing back the tests, I started flipping through mine, looking at the questions I’d missed (only one, a minor detail about a specific date) and the ones where I’d written extra, expanding on the topic. I lingered on the essay question about the socio-political climate leading to the war. I’d written about the differing agricultural economies and how they shaped cultural values, something I’d read about in an old book my dad had on a dusty bookshelf. I wanted to ask Mrs. Davison more about that: the subtle ways economics could warp a society’s perspective.

Mrs. Davison finished handing out the tests and cleared her throat. "Alright class, if you have questions about your grade or any specific question, come see me. Remember, this is a chance to learn from what you missed."

A few kids groaned. Most just stuffed their tests into their backpacks. Madison was doing just that, her movements a little stiff.

I raised my hand. "Mrs. Davison?"

She nodded. "Yes, Isabella?"

"On the essay question about the Civil War causes," I began, walking up to her desk. Madison looked up from packing her bag, a flicker of something unreadable in her eyes. "You mentioned my point about the economic divide was insightful. I was reading about how the reliance on slave labor in the South didn't just affect their economy, but also created a whole different social structure and set of beliefs compared to the industrial North. Did you have any recommendations for books that go deeper into that intersection of economy and culture?"

Mrs. Davison’s face lit up slightly. This was why I liked talking to teachers after tests. They saw that you weren't just grade-hunting, you were actually interested. She leaned forward and started listing off a couple of titles, historical analyses that sounded dense and fascinating. I pulled out my small sketchpad I kept in my backpack – the one I usually used for drawing streetcars or interesting buildings on the way to school – and quickly jotted down the names of the books.

"Thank you, Mrs. Davison," I said, genuinely meaning it.

"Keep asking questions, Isabella," she said. "That's how you truly learn."

I walked back to my desk, tucking the sketchpad away. Madison had finished packing and was just sitting, watching me. Her test was buried deep now.

As we walked out of class together, the usual school hallway noise washing over us, Madison didn't say anything about my grade. She didn't usually. It was just accepted.

Finally, as we reached our lockers, she spoke, her voice quiet. "A+ again, huh?"

"Yeah," I said, trying to sound casual. "Got a good note on the essay."

She nodded, not meeting my eyes. "Mine was... a C+."

"Oh," I said, my stomach giving a small lurch. I knew a C+ wouldn't go over well at home. Not for me, certainly. For Madison... well, it wasn't an F, so maybe it would just be met with resigned silence. Which, in our house, could almost feel like praise compared to the alternative. "That's okay, Maddy. History's not your favorite."

"It's not that," she mumbled, fiddling with the lock on her locker. "It's just... you always make it look so easy. Talking to the teacher, asking about more books... it’s like you live and breathe school."

I paused. "I like learning, yeah. Finding out how things work."

"And Mom and Dad love that," she said, finally looking at me. Her expression was flat, but there was a tiny hint of something in her eyes, something that looked a little like hurt mixed with weary acceptance. "They practically glow when you bring home an A."

"Yeah, well." I shrugged, forcing nonchalance. "Someone has to keep the peace." It wasn't true. It wasn't about keeping the peace. It was about survival, about meeting the bar they constantly raised. It was about the only way they seemed to see me, or acknowledge me, was through academic achievement.

The walk home was the usual San Francisco mix of hills and fog. We didn't talk much more about the tests. We talked about a weird pigeon we saw, and about the annoying kid who kept kicking Madison’s chair in math. Normal sibling stuff, a comfortable buffer against the real world and the one waiting for us at home.

The moment we opened the front door, the energy in the house shifted. My mom was in the living room, reading. My dad was in the kitchen, making tea. But they both seemed to sense our arrival, and more importantly, sensed the potential for news.

"Isabella? Madison? How was school?" Mom’s voice was bright, maybe a little too bright.

"It was fine," Madison said, heading straight for our room. My mom’s gaze followed her for a second, then snapped back to me.

"Did you get your history test back?" Dad called from the kitchen.

Here it came. The inevitable performance. "Yes," I said, pulling the test out of my backpack. I didn't hold it out immediately.

Mom stood up, her eyes fixed on the paper in my hand. "Well? What did you get?"

I unfolded it slowly. "An A+," I said, trying to sound matter-of-fact, but the script demanded more.

Mom let out a small gasp, a performance worthy of an Oscar. "An A+! Oh, Isabella, that is wonderful!" She practically snatched the test from my hand, showing it to Dad when he came out of the kitchen, still holding his steaming mug.

"Look, Robert! Another A+ for Isabella!"

Dad beamed, a wide, proud smile that I rarely saw directed at me for anything else. "Excellent, Isabella! Knew you could do it. An A+ on the midterm! That’s what we like to see. Keeps those scholarship doors wide open!" He ruffled my hair roughly, something I hated. "That's my girl!"

They were looking at the grade, at the paper, not really at me. Not the me who spent hours drawing, or who could assemble a complex model ship from scratch, or who practiced martial arts until her muscles ached and her mind was clear. They saw the A+, the potential for awards, for prize money, for bragging rights.

Mom was still exclaiming. "An A+! You must have studied so hard! Was it difficult? Did anyone else get an A+? You’re always at the top, aren't you, darling?"

I mumbled something about it being okay, not too hard. I felt a familiar knot tightening in my chest. This attention wasn't pleasant. It was scrutiny. It was pressure. Every A+ meant the expectation for the next one was even higher.

"Madison? How did you do?" Dad asked, finally remembering she existed. His tone was different. Not sharp, but... less interested. Drained of the vibrant enthusiasm he’d just shown me.

Madison reappeared in the doorway of our room, hovering. "I got a C+," she said softly, looking at her feet.

The energy in the room deflated instantly. Mom’s smile vanished, replaced by a slight frown of disappointment. Dad sipped his tea, his expression going blank.

"A C+," Mom repeated, her voice flat. "Well. That's... passing. You need to study more, Madison. You know how important grades are."

"I tried," Madison mumbled.

"Trying isn't enough; you need results," Dad said, his voice tinged with impatience. He turned back to me. "Isabella, you should help your sister study. Maybe you could quiz her tonight."

He didn’t ask Madison if she wanted help. He just delegated her academic improvement to me, the designated ‘smart one’.

"Okay," I said automatically, even though I knew Madison hated being quizzed by me, and I already had plans for the evening.

Mom sighed faintly. "Well, dinner will be ready soon. Isabella, why don't you go ahead and start on your homework?"

My homework was already done. I always did it right after school, usually while sketching or listening to a podcast about history or engineering. But I didn’t say that. I just nodded. The conversation was over as quickly as it had begun. One triumph celebrated, one mediocrity noted and dismissed.

I retreated to our room, closing the door behind me. Madison was sitting on her bed, scrolling through her phone, but her usual relaxed posture was gone. She looked small, and a little defeated.

"Hey," I said softly.

"Hey," she replied, not looking up.

I went over to my desk, the one piled high with various projects. Today’s focus was the Lusitania model I was building out of popsicle sticks. It was huge, taking up most of the desk surface. I was working on the deck details: tiny benches, railings, lifeboats carved and assembled from even smaller pieces of wood. It was intricate, painstaking work, requiring patience and precision. It was also utterly absorbing, a way to lose myself in a physical task that had a clear, tangible outcome.

I pulled out my small carving knife and a thin piece of balsa wood, carefully measuring and scoring lines for a miniature deck plank. The smell of the wood, the quiet scrape of the blade – these things were comforting.

"They didn't even really look at me," Madison said after a few minutes of silence, her voice barely a whisper. "It was all about you. Again."

I didn't respond immediately, focusing on making a perfectly straight cut. I knew it was true. I saw it, I felt it happen every time. "They were happy about the A+," I said finally, the words feeling inadequate.

"Happy? They acted like you just discovered a cure for something," she scoffed, though without much heat. "And for me... 'Well, at least it's passing'. Like I'm just... the baseline. The one who won't do anything spectacular, so they don't need to pay much attention."

I stopped carving. This was the conversation we danced around sometimes, the one about the uneven distribution of parental energy. "Do you... I thought that didn't bother you? That they don't pressure you as much?"

She was quiet for a moment, considering. "Sometimes. Like today. It just feels... like I don't matter as much. But then I see how stressed you get, how they’re always on your back about studying, about awards, about being the best... and I think maybe it's okay. Maybe it's better this way. No pressure to be something I'm not."

"I don't like the pressure either, Maddy," I admitted, carving again, the small motions grounding me. "I really don't."

She finally put her phone down and sat up, watching my hands work on the tiny piece of wood. "But you're so good at school. You like it."

"I like learning," I corrected. "The grades are... necessary. Like payment for being allowed to exist in their world."

She was silent again, watching the shavings curl from the wood. Then she said, "They never say anything about... this, do they?" She gestured to the Lusitania model, the scattered sketches, the half-finished airplane model hanging from the ceiling by fishing line.

"No," I said, my voice tightening slightly. "Never."

"But you spend hours on it," she said, her brow furrowed slightly. "Look at that ship, Bell. It's amazing. The tiny benches, all the little railings... it looks real. How do you do that?"

"Just patience," I said, shrugging. It was more than that. It was a different kind of thinking, a different kind of satisfaction than solving a math problem or writing an essay. It was creating something physical from raw materials, bringing something imagined into being.

"Patience and serious skill," she said, her voice holding genuine admiration. That felt good. Her admiration always felt real. "Do you ever show them?"

"Show them what?" I asked, even though I knew exactly what she meant.

"Like, show them a finished model? Or one of your sketches?"

"Yeah," I said, my voice barely audible. "Sometimes. At first, I used to get really excited about finishing something, like the Golden Gate Bridge model I made last year. I spent weeks on that. I showed it to Mom and Dad, all proud."

"What did they say?"

I paused, carefully positioning a tiny piece of wood on the deck. "Mom said, 'Oh, that's nice, dear. Very... intricate. Have you finished your algebra homework?' And Dad just glanced at it and said, 'Hmm, looks like you have steady hands. Good for science experiments. Don't spend too much time on hobbies, Isabella, academics are what matter. Those popsicle sticks aren't going to get you into a good college.'"

Madison winced. "Ouch."

"Yeah," I said, the memory still stinging, even after all the times it had been repeated in various forms. "Or my sketches. I showed Mom a drawing I did of the Painted Ladies houses, the ones from Alamo Square. I thought it was pretty good. She just patted my hand and said, 'Lovely lines, sweetie. Makes me think you have a knack for drafting. Maybe you could be an architect. That's a good, stable career. You know, if med school doesn't work out.'"

I put down the carving knife, the small piece for the deck forgotten for a moment. I looked at the Lusitania, a labor of love stretching across my desk. "They don't see it, Maddie. They don't want to see it. It doesn't fit the plan they have for me. They want the A+, the debate club trophies, the science fair ribbons. They want the scholarships and the prestigious university acceptance letters. Anything else is just... a distraction."

"I never realized," Madison said, her voice soft with surprise. "I just thought you were the school-focused one, and I was the lazy one. I didn't know you actually tried to show them your other stuff. I thought you just... didn't care if they saw it."

"I used to care," I admitted, the old hurt bubbling up. "I wanted them to be proud of all of me. The part that builds things, the part that sees the world in lines and shadows, the part that... that can break a board with her heel." I stopped myself, the last part slipping out. Martial arts. My secret. The one thing that was entirely mine, untouched and unknown to them.

Madison's eyes widened slightly, but she didn't ask about the last part. She seemed to sense it was something private, something off-limits.

"But they didn't see it," I continued, pulling back from the edge of revealing my secret. "Or if they saw it, they immediately twisted it back into 'how can this help your academics?' or 'don't let this distract you.' So I stopped trying to share it. Now, this," I gestured to the model, the whole creative chaos of my desk, "this is just for me. And for you, I guess, since you watch me build."

Madison smiled faintly. "I like watching. It's quiet. Makes sense."

"It feels real," I said. "More real than chasing grades for their approval."

"So, the A+ today," she said, picking up a tiny carved lifeboat and examining it. "Was that for them, or for you?"

I thought about Mrs. Davison listing the books, about the quiet satisfaction of understanding a complex historical cause. "A little bit of both, maybe," I said honestly. "I like learning. I like knowing I understand things. But the part where I tell them... that's for them. It's the toll I pay."

She nodded slowly, her gaze still on the miniature lifeboat. “I get it,” she repeated, quieter this time. She looked at me, a flicker of understanding in her eyes that was worth more than any award my parents chased. “It sucks, though. That they don’t see you.”

“It is what it is,” I said, trying for nonchalance, but the truth was, it hurt. It always hurt. “At least you see it.”

She gave me a small, sad smile. “Always have. Always will.”

We sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the faint traffic from outside, my occasional adjustments to the model, and the rustle of Madison shifting on her bed. This was our space, our quiet escape from the expectations that hummed through the rest of the house like a low-grade fever. In my room, surrounded by half-built ships and tangled fishing line, we were just Isabella and Madison, sisters who understood each other without needing to explain everything.
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The Dojo

“Okay,” I said, checking the small clock on my desk. “I need to head out soon.”

Madison nodded, instantly knowing the routine. “Library?” She winked.

“Library,” I confirmed, the lie sliding out easily. It wasn't a lie to Madison, not really. She was in on the deception, the necessary cover story for my real destination. “Need to ‘research’ for that history project.”

“Right. World War I naval battles, very important,” she said with a slight smirk. She knew I wasn’t going to the library to research the Lusitania, though I probably should have.

“Exactly,” I said, gathering a few things – a worn backpack, a library card I hadn’t used in months, and a notebook and pen to give the appearance of serious study. I pulled on a plain hoodie, unremarkable and easy to blend in.

“Be careful,” Madison said, not looking up but her voice holding an undercurrent of genuine concern.

“Always am,” I replied, giving her a quick, grateful look.

Getting out of the house undetected was a honed skill. My parents were usually occupied downstairs – Mom on the phone, Dad reading the paper or fiddling with some gadget. They rarely ventured upstairs unless it was to check on our homework progress or deliver a lecture. I waited for the opportune moment, a lull in the noise from below, then crept down the stairs, backpack slung over one shoulder.

“Honey? Where are you going?” Mom’s voice called from the living room, sharp and immediate, proving my caution was justified.

I paused at the bottom step, forcing my voice to sound casual. “Just heading to the library, Mom. Need to get a head start on that history project.”

“Ah, excellent, Isabella,” Dad’s voice boomed, laced with approval. “Proactive studying. That’s the way. Don’t spend too long, though. You have that math practice test tomorrow.”

“Yes, Dad. Just an hour or two,” I lied again, pushing down the familiar surge of annoyance. It was always about the next test, the next academic hurdle.

“Well, don’t be late,” Mom added, her tone softening slightly now that my activity aligned with their expectations. “And make sure you sign out the right books. Something substantial.”

“I will,” I mumbled, already opening the front door.

The cool San Francisco air hit my face as I stepped outside, a welcome relief after the stifling atmosphere indoors. I closed the door quietly behind me, the click feeling unnervingly loud in the sudden silence. I didn’t relax until I was a block away, walking briskly down the familiar street towards the bus stop.

My backpack wasn’t heavy with history books. It held my gi, my sparring gloves, and a water bottle. My destination wasn’t the hushed aisles of the public library, but the echoing, energetic space of the dojo.

Martial arts was my sanctuary, my true secret. Sketching and building models felt like a quiet rebellion, something I could do under their noses if they just chose not to see. Martial arts, though, was a complete break. It was physical, loud sometimes, required a different kind of discipline and focus than academics. It was raw and real, and it centered me in a way nothing else could.

I kept my classes a strict secret from everyone except Madison. My parents would never understand. They’d see it as a dangerous waste of time, something that could result in injury and interfere with schoolwork. My mom would worry excessively; my dad would scoff at it as a frivolous hobby. They certainly wouldn't see the intense mental discipline, the physical strength, the focus, or the emotional release I found there.

The bus ride was short, giving me just enough time to mentally shift gears. I shed the skin of the academically-driven, parent-pleasing daughter and began to inhabit the mindset of a martial artist. The city outside the bus window blurred; the colourful Victorians, the sudden steep hills, the glimpses of the bay. None of it mattered as much as the rhythm I was beginning to feel settle into my muscles.

I got off the bus a few blocks from the dojo, taking a slightly longer route to warm up. The late afternoon light slanted golden across the buildings. I walked with a deliberate, grounded step, the way Sensei Nakamura taught us.

The dojo was tucked away down a quiet side street, marked only by a simple wooden sign: Dragon’s Gate Dojo. Inside, the air was clean and smelled faintly of well-worn tatami mats and something else – discipline, respect, quiet power.

As I entered, the low murmur of voices ceased for a moment as a few early students turned their heads. “Isabella-san,” one of the seniors nodded respectfully.

“Konnichiwa,” I replied with a bow, heading towards the small changing room. Stripping off my street clothes and pulling on the crisp white gi felt like shedding a burden. Tying my blue belt – the one that marked my progress, earned through sweat and perseverance, unseen by my parents – felt like stepping into my true self.

Sensei Nakamura was already on the floor, observing the students practicing forms. He was a man of quiet strength, his movements economical and precise. His hair was silver, pulled back in a short ponytail, and his eyes held a depth of wisdom and kindness. He wasn't loud or demanding like some instructors I'd seen; he guided with gentle correction and unwavering patience. He was everything my parents weren't in their guidance of me.

The class began with warm-ups, stretching muscles tight from hours hunched over books or models. The physical exertion was cleansing, pushing out the tension and frustration that sometimes built up over the week. Then came the basics – stances, blocks, strikes. Each movement was practiced repeatedly, focused on form, power, and intention. My mind wasn't racing through algebra problems or historical dates; it was entirely focused on the angle of my elbow, the twist of my hip, the snap of my hand.

We moved onto kata, the choreographed forms that told ancient stories through movement. Performing a kata was like entering a moving meditation. My breathing deepened, my body flowed through the familiar sequence, and the outside world faded away. It wasn’t just about physical execution; it was about embodying the spirit of the form. In these moments, I felt completely present, completely in control of my own body and mind in a way that felt impossible at home.

Sensei Nakamura watched, occasionally offering a quiet word of correction or encouragement. When it was my turn to perform a kata solo, I felt his steady gaze. I poured everything into it: the frustration with my parents, the quiet joy of creating, the secret strength I cultivated here. I moved with precision and power, each strike sharp, each stance rooted.

When I finished, breathing hard, Sensei Nakamura nodded slowly. “Good focus, Isabella-san. You are strong today. What is on your mind?”

He always knew. He could read the energy in the movements. I didn't have to pretend here. “Just... things,” I said, bowing slightly. “School. Home.”

He nodded again, understanding without needing details. “The external noise can be loud. But the center is quiet. That is where true strength comes from.”

The latter part of the class was often dedicated to partner drills and sparring. This was where the movements came alive, where theory met practice. Sparring was exhilarating: a fast, dynamic exchange of energy and skill. It required constant awareness, split-second decisions, and the ability to adapt. It was a physical negotiation, respectful but intense.

I paired up with Ken, a senior student who was patient but challenging. We bowed to each other and began. The world narrowed to the mat, to Ken’s movements, to my own reactions. There was no space for parental expectations or academic stress. There was only the present moment, the exchange of blocks and strikes, the flow of energy. I felt the power in my limbs, the speed my body was capable of, the resilience to take a hit and keep going. It was pure, unadulterated physical and mental engagement.

By the end of class, I was exhausted but invigorated. My muscles ached pleasantly, my mind was clear, and the tension that had held me captive seemed to have dissipated into the air of the dojo. We finished with a group bow, a sign of respect to Sensei Nakamura and to each other.

As students dispersed, heading to the changing rooms, Sensei Nakamura beckoned me over. He was wiping down his sparring gear, his movements deliberate and calm.

“Isabella-san,” he said, his voice low and warm. “You carry much on your shoulders.”

I hesitated, then decided to speak freely, as I always felt comfortable doing with him. He wasn’t looking for grades or awards; he was looking at the person beneath the surface. “It’s hard sometimes, Sensei. My parents... they have such a specific idea of who I should be. And it’s not... it’s not all of me.”

He paused, looking at me directly. His eyes were kind, understanding. “They wish for your success, yes?”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But they don’t see... they don’t value the things I love. The building, the drawing. They just see distractions.”

“And the training?” he asked gently.

I looked down at the tatami. “They don’t know. I... I can’t tell them. They would worry, or they would say it’s pointless.”

He nodded slowly. “Sometimes, the most important parts of ourselves must be protected, nurtured in secret until they are strong enough to face the world. This dojo... it is a place for you to be strong. To find your own center.”

He gestured around the empty dojo floor. “Your mind is sharp, Isabella-san. Your hands are skilled. Your spirit is resilient. These are all strengths. The path they wish for you... it is one path. But your feet walk many paths. Do not let their expectations define your entire horizon.”

He paused, then added, “It is good you have your sister. A strong bond is a rare treasure.”

His words were like a balm. He saw me, truly saw me – the academic, the artist, the martial artist, the sister. He didn’t dismiss any part of it. He encouraged the cultivation of all of it, seeing the interconnectedness of discipline, creativity, and strength.

“Thank you, Sensei,” I said, my voice thick with gratitude. “It helps. Being here. Talking to you.”

He smiled, a genuine, warm smile that reached his eyes. “You are a dedicated student, Isabella-san, in all things you choose to do. Keep building. Keep creating. Keep training. These things are part of you.” He paused, then added softly, “They are proud of you here, Isabella-san. Proud of the strength you build, inside and out.”

It wasn’t the same as my parents’ approval, but in many ways, it meant more. It was pride in the parts of me that felt most authentic, most me. Pride in the effort, the dedication, the quiet pursuit of mastery in things I chose, not things I was told to do.

I bowed again, a deeper, more heartfelt bow this time. “Thank you, Sensei.”

“Go well, Isabella-san,” he said, returning the bow. “And practice your front kick.”

I chuckled, a genuine, light sound that rarely escaped me at home. “Yes, Sensei.”

Leaving the dojo, I felt lighter, clearer. The physical exertion had worked its magic, flushing away the stress. The conversation with Sensei Nakamura had reinforced my sense of self, the parts of me that existed outside my parents' narrow view.

The walk back to the bus stop felt different. My steps were still grounded, but there was a spring to them now. The city didn't feel like a place of pressure and hiding; it felt like a place where I was making my own way, carving out my own space, building my own strength, piece by careful piece, movement by precise movement, in the quiet corners they didn’t see. I still had to go home, still had to put the academic mask back on, still had to navigate the minefield of their expectations. But for a few precious hours, I had been entirely myself. And I knew, with a certainty that settled deep in my bones, that I would keep returning to the dojo, to pick up my tools, tie my belt, and build the strongest model of all: myself.
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