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    To every young soul who has ever felt lost in the shadows—

may you remember that even the smallest spark of faith can push back the deepest darkness.

To those grieving, doubting, or afraid—this story is for you.

Your light is not gone. It is waiting, steady and strong, in the One who promised:

"The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it." (John 1:5)

And to my family, who have always carried me when I couldn't see the way—thank you for being my lanterns.
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Chapter 1 — When the Power Fails
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The first thing Mia noticed was the quiet.

It wasn’t the normal kind—afternoon quiet, homework quiet, the hush that follows the school bell and the scatter of bodies toward buses and cars. This quiet rolled in like a tide and pulled the town backward with it. The hallway fluorescents that usually whined like grumpy bees flickered, coughed, and died. The air-conditioner sighed itself into a coma. Even the microwaves in the faculty lounge—reliable percussionists of the 3 p.m. symphony—went mute.

“Is this... a drill?” someone asked, because teenagers believe in drills the way sailors believe in lighthouses.

“Nope,” said Mr. Calloway, appearing out of the math wing, hair already on end, calculator watch blinking 12:00. “Power’s out. Whole grid.”

Phones came out like prairie dogs. Of course they did. Screens lit faces with a ghost-blue pall. In the sudden dark of the school, the light looked alien.

“Don’t everybody freak out,” Mrs. Diaz called from the English department door. “We’ve been without electricity before. Humans did Shakespeare by candlelight.”

“Yeah, and half of them died of plagues,” a freshman muttered, which was not helpful but also not totally wrong.

Mia closed her locker gently, as if slamming it might wake something sleeping. Her fingers felt clumsy on the combination dial. She stared at the tiny, useless light on her phone—the percentage ticking down like a countdown to some unspecified launch—and realized her backpack suddenly weighed more, as if fear seeped into zippers like rainwater.

“Home?” Marin asked, appearing at Mia’s elbow with the calm of a person who carried a Sharpie everywhere. “We can cut through Harbor Street and avoid the main light at Fifth.”

“Yeah,” Mia said automatically. She took a breath, saw it shake in the way her shoulders moved, and tried again. “Yeah. Home.”

They stepped into the afternoon—a day that had been ordinary two minutes ago and felt like it had shed a skin. The town outside Maple Harbor High looked wrong in too-bright sunlight, like a stage with the house lights up. Traffic on Fifth had seized into a knot. The light at the intersection—a hulking square of things that usually told people what to do—hung there dead and unhelpful. Cars edged forward like nervous cattle.

“Okay,” Marin said, assessing, already sketching routes in her mind. “We could go down Elm past the bakery, cut behind the library—”

A horn honked, sharp with panic. A minivan edged into the intersection at the same moment a sedan, thinking the same thought, did too. They kissed—more a bump than a crash—but the sound found Mia’s spine and pulled.

It wasn’t exactly like last year. The scream of brakes then had been longer, the crunch not a bump but a tearing, ripping sound as if metal had the nerve endings of skin. Her dad’s hat had rolled, upside down, under the dashboard. The firetruck lights had looked so bright, the faces around her so wide, everything both slow and too fast. She had stood there with her hands useless and her mouth closed because if she opened it, she might forget how air worked.

The present skidded. The intersection spread itself in front of her like an old wound that hadn’t asked permission to open. Hard earth pressed under her shoes. Her vision narrowed the way it does in bad dreams, sound pouring in around edges, a roar she couldn’t separate into notes.

“Mia,” Marin said, voice far and careful, “hey. Hey.”

On the corner, a boy wove into the middle of the chaos with a hand lifted like a stop sign. He was tall enough to be noticed, sure enough to be obeyed, and—Mia blinked—ridiculous enough to hold his phone over his head like a tiny sun. The flashlight threw a cone of white onto the asphalt; his other hand pointed, urgent but not angry.

“You—hold,” he called to the minivan. “You—go. No, go. You’re clear. You—stop.”

Light and voice and the way his body made sense out of noise—it was all competency in a T-shirt. Noah Brooks, Mia realized, because he was hard to miss at school: the kid with the camera in his hand and a lens cap in his pocket, the boy who turned pep rallies into little films that made even the principal look like he had pathos. He was in her homeroom and sometimes ate lunch two tables over. She’d never needed him to direct traffic before.

A door slammed. The minivan driver—an older woman with the posture of someone already apologizing—stumbled out and stared at her bumper like it had betrayed her.

“I’m okay,” the sedan driver shouted through a half-lowered window, more to himself than anyone. “I’m okay. I’m okay.”

“You’re okay,” Noah echoed, firm, like a coach calling a play. “Everyone breathe. We’re going to be fine. Phones down unless they’re lights.”

“Mia.” Marin’s hand found Mia’s arm. “Want to sit?”

She did. She didn’t. She couldn’t think. The road felt like a wave about to crest with her under it. The voice that usually kept her glued on hard days—don’t make a scene, don’t be a problem—whispered at the same time as the other one, the one that sounded like her dad, back before sirens were a sound her brain classified as personal: Look for where you can help.

Her feet moved. She didn’t remember telling them to. They carried her to the edge of the intersection. Marin, wise enough to let a choice be a choice, let go.

Noah saw her the way people see a teammate—quick scan, slight nod. “Can you stand by that corner and keep pedestrians from popping into the crosswalk?” he called. “And tell anyone who looks like they’re about to play Frogger to wait for the count of ten.”

“Ten,” Mia said, like someone memorizing a password. She moved to the corner. A group of middle-schoolers clumped there with scooters, bored, humming with that boredom that likes to break rules just to experience a feeling. She lifted her hand in the air, a mirror of Noah’s gesture. The light on his phone looked silly and beautiful.

“Guys,” she said, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice, “we’re going to wait. Count with me.”

They did, enamored by the chance to be part of something urgent. The sedan inched through. The minivan made it out of the way. The knot loosened, a little.

“Okay,” Noah called, pivoting, still the tallest flashlight around. “Now you”—he pointed at a truck—“come on. Not you. You’re good. Stop. The opposite of go.”

Mia nearly laughed, which she hadn’t expected to do today. She counted again with her small cluster of rascals. Ten felt like air filling and emptying in her lungs. Somewhere behind her, Marin began directing the spillover foot traffic along the curb, calling out, “Wheelchairs have the right of way, the elderly always, and if you have roller shoes, I will write your mother a strong letter.”

Within minutes, the chaos became choreography. Human courtesy, which is a tightrope at the best of times, went slack and then taut again. Drivers made eye contact. The middle-schoolers decided counting was their idea and shouted numbers like they came from the ancient tongue of traffic. Someone across the intersection—a man in a neon jogger’s vest—copied Noah’s posture with his own phone. A police car’s siren finally sliced the air—short and apologetic—and an officer took over the center with a thank-you gesture to the two teenagers who had kept their town from adding another crash to its stories.

When Mia’s knees began to shake, they did it quietly, only a little, the way a tree shakes after a wind has passed. Noah lowered his phone, walked to the sidewalk, and leaned against the light pole like he hadn’t just saved half the town from honking itself into insanity.

“You okay?” he asked, voice smaller now that it was close.

Mia hadn’t prepared for that question. She nodded, even though nodding felt like admitting a lie.

“Do you want to sit down for a minute?”

“No.” She paused, then tried again. “Yes.”

They found the low stone wall around the maple tree where kids used to sit and eat snow cones after baseball games, back when summers felt like a place, not a memory. Mia sat. The stone pressed its cool into the backs of her legs. Marin appeared and handed her a bottle of water. “For the adrenaline hangover,” she said. “It’s science.”

“Thanks,” Mia said, and unscrewed the cap. Her hands didn’t spill, which felt like a miracle. The world, surprised into order by a boy with a flashlight and her own feet, resumed making noise. The officer waved. The cars pulsed through like blood finding a clear artery. A bus exhaled. Somewhere a dog barked, as if protesting all the interruptions.

“My name’s Noah,” the boy said, because even in a small town, there are polite ways to climb into someone’s moment. “But you probably know that. I film too much.”

“Mia,” she said. Her voice sounded like it had been somewhere loud and was coming back.

“Good counting,” he said. “They listened to you.”

“They listened to ten,” she said. “And the fact that the person in front of them did too.”

He grinned. “Peer pressure can save lives.”

She didn’t want to say thank you to a stranger for being brave in front of her when she’d taken an extra thirty seconds to move. She also didn’t want to pretend she’d been useless. She had counted. She had moved. She had not run. She let both truths sit next to each other like siblings who didn’t need to fight—one taller, one smaller, both family.

“Do you need to call someone?” Noah asked, glancing at her phone clutched white-knuckled in her hand. “I have...like, seven percent battery if it helps.”

“I’m good,” she said, then amended, “I’m going to walk home. Our oven’s electric. My mom’s going to do that thing with the cast-iron pan she swears is older than me.”

“Tell her thank you from the town,” Noah said solemnly. “We all benefit from cast iron.”

He pushed off the pole. “I’m going to help the officer for a few minutes and then I’ll head to the church. Pastor Grace texted about an impromptu gathering. Candles and prayer and anyone with a guitar. Also, probably, chili that’s been simmering since the Reformation.”

Mia couldn’t help it; she laughed, a small, surprised sound that made her feel like a swinging door had opened somewhere in her chest. “She’s going to bring John 1,” she said, not sure why she knew it but not surprised, either.

“The light shines in the darkness,” Noah murmured, and the words were less a Bible verse than a summary of the last twenty minutes. He lifted his phone in a small salute. “See you later?”

“Maybe,” she said, because commitment felt like a muscle she wasn’t ready to flex again yet.

He nodded and moved back into the street, into the after of a thing, which is its own kind of emergency.

By the time Mia reached her street, the town had found a slow rhythm again, like someone learning to dance without music. The grocery store had circled its wagons—handwritten signs announcing cash only; the manager, Mr. Evans, outside with a clipboard and a face like a ship captain in a calm storm. The bakery had dragged a table onto the sidewalk and was selling off day-olds at “fifty cents and a smile,” because bakers understand the alchemy of flour and morale. Neighbors sat on stoops. Conversations replaced streaming. Kids discovered bored games, which is to say, board games.

At the Morales house, Grandma Jo was already on the porch with a bag of tea lights and a look that said she’d been waiting for a reason to mother an entire block. “There you are,” she said, as if Mia had simply been in the other room. “Your mom called from the hospital. Power’s out there too; generators on. She’ll be late.”

“Okay,” Mia said. She didn’t explain what had just happened; she didn’t need to yet. The porch felt like it always did: the opposite of a dead traffic light.

They ate pan-fried eggs and toast like pioneers for dinner and pretended that was on purpose. When the sun slid down and left the world to its own devices, candles sprang up around the kitchen like stars had decided to be domestic. The house smelled like wax and pepper and something sweet Grandma Jo would never admit she’d added.

“Church in an hour?” Grandma Jo asked, as if church were a living room and an hour a suggestion.

“Maybe,” Mia said. The word didn’t feel like a dodge. It felt like an honest report from the front lines of a heart.

The walk to the church took ten minutes. Streetlamps, shocked out of usefulness, stood like tall, silent uncles watching a family argument. People carried glow sticks and lanterns and, yes, phones held high like tiny versions of something the town suddenly remembered it couldn’t control. The steps of Harbor Community Church were already full; Pastor Grace stood at the top like she had fluency in this language—the dialect of blackouts and emergency potlucks and the theology of casseroles.

Inside, the sanctuary glowed with a regal warmth candles always bring to spaces built for singing. Somebody had found the box of old hurricane lamps; somebody else had set up battery-powered push lights along the aisles. The cross at the front was a silhouette against shadows and light, and for a second, Mia’s breath hitched at the rightness of it—how the dark made shapes clear.

“Welcome to the world without plugs,” Pastor Grace said, her voice gentle and rangy and not needing a mic. “We’re okay. We’re going to be okay. If you need a seat and can’t see one, wave your hand, and a teenager will guide you because their night vision is ridiculous.”

Laughter loosened the room. Noah slipped in on the left and found a spot near the back, his camera absent, his hands empty.

“We didn’t plan a sermon,” Pastor Grace continued, “because Jesus already preached one when He said, ‘I am the Light of the world.’ And because John gave us the line we need tonight: The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. She let the words rest, the way cooks let bread rest so it won’t collapse when handled.

Mia felt the verse land not as an instruction but as a hand on her back, steadying. Her mind tugged toward the intersection, toward the dead light, toward the flaring red-and-blue of last year, toward a hat upside down in a car. She held still, just long enough to let the present be what it was: a room full of people with breath and matches and a story older than the town.

“We’re going to do three things tonight,” Pastor Grace said, counting on her fingers. “First, sing a couple songs we know by heart because hymnals are hard to read in the dark. Second, take five minutes and check on someone near you—ask what they need tomorrow if the lights don’t come on. Third, I’m going to ask our youth to come up for a charge.”

There it was, the part that made Mia’s chest do that flutter—fear dressed as humility. She clasped her hands together, a private brace, and stood when the other teenagers did. They filed to the front, a clump of sneakers and awkwardness and hidden competence. Noah ended up two people down from her—close enough to borrow courage from.

Pastor Grace didn’t make them hold hands or promise anything in blood. She smiled, eyes shining in candlelight. “You carry small lights that go dark if they’re not plugged in,” she said, nodding at the glow of phones peeking out of pockets like guilty pets. “Tonight I’m asking you to be lamps with oil.”

A murmur swept the room—the old phrase, the familiar image from a parable where waiting well was an act of worship.

“Phones are good,” Pastor Grace continued, aware that a holy war against screens loses teenagers faster than sermons on taxes. “They help us call for help. But lamps with oil are a different kind of readiness. They keep burning because someone decided to fill them ahead of time. They don’t panic when the grid goes down. They show the way and make rooms kind. That’s who you are in this town. Not heroes. Lamps.”

Mia’s throat tightened. She could feel Noah’s attention sharpen beside her; he was a boy who lived in metaphors, and this one had hands and feet.

“So here’s the challenge,” Pastor Grace said, voice even, like a parent laying out a patient plan. “This week, choose one corner to light. One apartment complex. One hallway at school. One block of Harbor Street. Make little ‘light kits’ if you want—flashlights, batteries, small notes with Scripture or sanity. Ethics matter. Consent matters. We don’t film pain to prove a point. We don’t deliver kindness and then post it for points. We’re with people, not about them. Lamps aren’t loud. They’re faithful.”

Mia’s fear and something like hope did a small, strange dance in her chest. She imagined the notes—her handwriting curving around a verse—and her stomach lurched, not away from the idea but toward the possibility that she could do something that didn’t ask her to be brave all at once, just consistently. She didn’t have to direct a whole intersection. She could count to ten with kids. She could stick a flashlight and a kind sentence in a brown paper bag.

Pastor Grace lifted both hands, not dramatizing, just framing the moment. “If you’re willing, I’m going to pray a short prayer. If you’re not there yet, stand and let the room carry you.”
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