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    To everyone who's ever feared the dark—

may you remember that even the smallest light still wins.

To the dreamers who pause mid-song, mid-project, mid-hope—

God's hand has not let go; He's only guiding your next step.

And to my family, friends, and readers who keep showing up with quiet faith—

thank you for being my lanterns when I forget how to shine.
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Chapter 1 — Flicker at Beacon Point
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The bell at Silver Ridge High rang with its usual, nasal insistence, and Aria Bennett wished it came with a dimmer switch. Monday, 8:05 a.m., homeroom in Room 203, desks in tidy rows, snowmelt dripping off backpacks onto tile. The mountains outside were a watercolor of blue and white, low clouds snagging on pines, but in here fluorescent tubes burned the way they always did—unyielding. Aria picked the seat by the window because the light there was softer and because she could look beyond the glass and pretend that was enough.

“Phones in the caddies, please,” said Mrs. Kim, tapping a neat metal organizer with numbered pockets. Her voice was gentle, a violinist’s vibrato smoothed to speech. “We’ll do announcements and then housekeeping for the ‘community illumination’ projects.”

The word illumination made Aria’s stomach clench, though nobody else noticed. She slid her phone into pocket 12, sat, and traced the edge of her planner. The ink under her fingers had already bled from last week’s sleet: Eli—pick up 3:15. Practice? The question mark hung there like a dare.

Rowan Park dropped into the seat two rows over, shaking slush off his beanie. He always had a small, steady presence—like a chord you didn’t hear until the rest of the noise fell away. “Morning, Bennett,” he said, offering a quick smile. “Roads okay?”

“They plowed the hill,” she said. “Mom took the early shift.” In Aria’s house, “early” could mean 4:30 a.m. or midnight; ER nurses kept time the way fishermen did, by tides of need. Last night had been loud in the way empty houses are: every heater groan amplified, every shadow larger than itself. She’d left all the lamps on until Eli fell asleep, then turned them off one by one like landing planes. It had felt brave. It had felt like pretending.

“All right, everyone,” Mrs. Kim said, lifting the remote for the wall-mounted monitor. “Quick video about safety protocols at the—”

The lights went out.

Not a flicker. Not a warning blink. One second the room was a bright square of white and buzzing fixtures; the next it was a closed eyelid. The blackout swallowed their breath; the class gasped in a messy chorus that seemed too loud for the sudden dark.

Something slammed inside Aria—not pain, exactly, but a memory that knew the shape of panic before she did. Wind shrieking. The tree bending, bending, then the sound of the snap the night of the storm. The dashboard light dying. The way the dark had rushed in, an animal finding a hole.

Her chair scraped as she stood. Her pulse turned staccato. She could hear her own breath, thin and sharp, too fast. Fingers went cold. The word no skittered across her mind like a beetle, frantic and directionless. She tasted iron.

“Phones,” someone said, before half the class yanked them out of the caddy at once. Screens lit faces from below like campfire ghost stories. Apple logos bloomed. A cartoon explosion of flashlight apps wobbled into being—bluish cones that made the dark stranger, not smaller.

“Everyone stay seated,” Mrs. Kim said, moving with the slow confidence Aria had always admired. “It’s probably the transformer again. Sierra, open the blinds.”

A small beam cut through the black from across the room. Not a phone. A keychain light, focused and steady. Rowan.

“Got it,” he said, sweeping his beam toward the window latches. He didn’t wave it around in nervous arcs the way others did; he aimed it like a promise, finding hinges and hands and the cord for the shades.

Aria fixed her eyes on that beam like it was a rope thrown into deep water. She matched her breath to its movements. In, out. In, out. She counted: one-two-three-four in, one-two-three-four out, the trick her mother had taught her after the accident, when night drove needles into her ribs.

Cold daylight spilled in when Sierra tugged the shades, turning the room from moth-dark to dawn-gray. Snow light is a peculiar thing; it glows without warmth, and that made it easier somehow. The panic edged backward, sulking. If she didn’t look at the black square of the blank monitor, if she kept her gaze on that rational wedge of gray at the window, she could be okay. She would be okay.

Rowan slid his keychain light back into his pocket, like you’d tuck away a pocketknife you trust. “There,” he said. “Not so spooky.”

The room exhaled as if it had been holding its breath, too. Laughter bubbled up, nervous and too loud.

“Announcements are boring anyway,” said someone from the back; a ripple of agreement smoothed the edges further.

Mrs. Kim clapped once. “Thank you, Rowan. Everyone—phones down unless you absolutely need them. Emergencies first, batteries later.” She moved to the whiteboard and scrawled a quick schedule in blue marker, an anchor in a shifting tide. “Facilities knows. In the meantime, homeroom becomes our planning lab. Last week, we brainstormed projects that bring light to our community—literally and metaphorically.” A smile tugged the corner of her mouth. “Today we get practical.”

Aria breathed like she was relearning how. The jolt had left a tremor under her skin that she didn’t trust to stay quiet. She focused on the scratch of marker on board, on the way Rowan’s shoulders settled after he sat again, on the window clouding with their collective breath.

“Reminders,” Mrs. Kim said. “We have several options: the junior class’s trail marker restore up at Beacon Point, the elementary school crossing-guard reflectors, and the winter shelter’s portable lantern drive.” She underlined Beacon Point. “There’s also the question of the observatory.”

A murmur rustled—there’s always a rumor rustle, like mice in dry grass.

“Is it true?” Sierra asked. “They’re really going to tear it down?”

“Our favorite concrete thimble on the ridge has seen better days,” said Mrs. Kim. “The town council meets Thursday to discuss safety concerns and whether to allocate funds for demolition or restoration. Student voices would be welcome.”

Aria’s spine prickled. Beacon Point’s observatory had been many things to her: a field trip destination in fourth grade where the guide’s breath smelled like peppermints and facts; a photograph her dad loved from high school with stars spilling like salt; a silhouette on the skyline she could orient by even when the power lines were down. She hadn’t been up there since the night of the storm. After, she’d avoided heights and unlit places both. If the town tore the observatory down, would that be mercy or theft? She didn’t know.

“Rowan, why don’t you share about your trail markers?” Mrs. Kim said.

He cleared his throat. “Uh, sure.” He spun a pencil between his fingers—calmly; everything he did looked like it had been practiced until it forgot how to try. “So... the Beacon Point trails still have the old metal tacks in some trees. They’re reflective but corroded. The plan is to survey, replace, and add waypoints with coordinates and first aid caches for hikers. We can partner with Search and Rescue for training.”

He glanced around. “It’s, like, small lights. But when it’s dark, the small stuff is what keeps you from getting lost.”

Aria’s breath snagged—because yes and also because her brain volunteered an image she didn’t invite: a boy with a scraped knee crying in the woods, a flashlight beam catching tacks one by one like breadcrumbs. It made her chest ache in a hopeful way that hurt.

“Questions?” Mrs. Kim said.

“What about power?” someone asked.

“No power needed,” Rowan said. “Reflective and solar where possible. Cheap. Durable. And safer than hoping your phone flashlight lasts forever.”

“Aria?” Mrs. Kim said, bringing her back like a lighthouse turning. “You had jotted a different idea last week. Would you share it with the class?”

Aria’s mouth went dry. She had scribbled something—A Night of Lights—in the margin of her notebook two nights ago when she couldn’t sleep, imagining the observatory lit like a lantern, paper stars strung from the railings, neighbors writing prayers on them like the things her abuela used to tie to branches at Christmas. It had seemed childish by morning. Now fifty eyes waited.

“You don’t have to,” Mrs. Kim said softly, and Aria could have chosen silence and nobody would have faulted her. But the room was still dimmer than usual and somehow that made it easier to speak, like stepping onto a stage with the houselights down.

“It’s just—” she began. “What if we did a benefit? Like a Night of Lights up at Beacon Point. Paper lanterns, acoustic... music.” The word felt fragile, and it stung the way healing skin does when air touches it. “We could invite families to hike at dusk, hang stars with prayers, share stories of the observatory. And... raise funds. For restoration, I mean.” She cleared her throat. “Or, if the town decides demolition, then... I don’t know. A memorial? Sorry, it’s dumb.”

“It’s not dumb,” Rowan said, almost before she finished. His tone was so certain it made her look up. He wasn’t smiling like people do when they’re being kind. He looked... relieved. “It’s good.”

Mrs. Kim nodded. “It’s more than good. It’s practical and symbolic at once. Would you be willing to co-lead logistics with Rowan?”

Her brain offered a chorus of reasons to say no: Mom’s rotating shifts, Eli’s homework, the piano that had sat untouched for months, her own heart that went unsteady at the mere idea of dusk. But something steadier answered for her.

“Yes,” she said, and immediately felt the scales tip inside—fear on one side, called on the other. “If we can involve the youth group and the service club both. It should be... bigger than one circle.”

“Excellent,” Mrs. Kim said, writing their names on the board, underlining them. “Team Night of Lights; Team Wayfinder Trail. Overlap where it helps. The dark didn’t ask permission when it came this morning; we don’t have to ask permission to bring light.”

There were forms to fill and sign-up sheets to pass and jokes to make about hot cocoa. The power kicked back in midway through, lights coming on too bright, the monitor chirping as if it wasn’t slightly rude to announce itself. The class groaned. Aria blinked against the glare and tried to root the future to this fluorescent certainty: we will plan, we will hike, we will string lights. We will not fall apart in the dark.

––––––––
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The church sanctuary, four hours later, held a different kind of light: stained glass softened sun into lozenges of red and blue, as if the windows were holding their breath against the cold. Tuesday was for rehearsals; Mondays for staff and youth meetings and the hum of volunteers. Today there was the faint smell of polish and coffee and a cluster of tech team kids adjusting cables.

“Aria!” Pastor Elena called from the back, voice warm, scarf bright around her neck. “You got my text about the video test? We’re previewing the camp recap before Wednesday night so the projector settings are right.”

“Yep,” Aria said. She had considered not coming, blaming the blackout, but the silent house had made her twitchy, and she didn’t want to be told by fear where to be. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Do you need me to—”

“Just a second pair of eyes,” Elena said. “Also, Mrs. Kim told me about your idea.” Her eyes crinkled. “Night of Lights. I love it.”

Something in Aria braced, mistrust lifting its head like a fox. Compliments felt like flashlights pointed at her face—disorienting, too bright. She shrugged. “It’s just an idea.”

“Just an idea is what moves mountains when it’s the right one,” Elena said, then slipped away to the sound booth, leaving Aria alone with rows of empty chairs and a cross that looked, in the afternoon light, like a shadow that hadn’t decided which direction to cast.

The lights dimmed. A crisp, practiced dim. Aria’s throat tightened.

“I’m going to roll it,” called Theo from the booth. “Tell me if the color temp is too cool. Last time the snow looked like salt instead of snow.”

Aria nodded, though Theo couldn’t see her. The screen bloomed with footage of youth groupers laughing in hats and mittens, sliding down hills, the retreat they’d done three weeks ago while she’d stayed home, citing a migraine that was true and not the whole truth. The room got a shade darker as the video stabilized, and the DVD hum from the ancient player under the booth added a notes-you-can’t-hear frequency to the air.

Her heart accelerated. Her palms went slick. Her eyes, traitors, traced the edges of the room where the shadows pooled, as if the corners would come alive and move. She could stay. She had stayed through worse. She could watch a cheerful, harmless montage with the lights slightly down like every other person in every other normal life.

Her breath shortened anyway.

“I’m going to grab water,” she called to nobody in particular, and made for the side aisle. The exit sign glowed its red-letter gospel over the double doors—EXIT EXIT—like a benediction. Outside, the hallway hum was a relief, an invisibility cloak. She leaned against the paint-chipped cinderblock and counted, letting her lungs catch up to her intentions.

She knew the verse by heart; it was the verse her grandmother had spoken over her when the nights got loud, and the verse that had sounded like a dare since the accident.

The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? Psalm 27:1. It was easier to underline than to live. It was easier to print on a poster than to let it live inside you where the heart misfired and the nervous system wrote its own psalms of alarm.

“Aria?” Elena’s voice came soft, not startled, from the doorway.

“Sorry,” Aria said, too quickly. “I just—”

“You don’t have to explain,” Elena said. “You get to step outside when it’s wise to step outside. You can come back when you’re ready, or not at all. The Lord’s light doesn’t flicker when the dimmer switch moves.”

Aria’s laugh surprised her. “That sounds like something you’d say into a microphone.”

“It is,” Elena grinned. “But I tried it for myself first.” She softened. “We can watch it later with the house lights up. Or you can just hear about it from Theo’s endless commentary. Either works.”

“Thanks,” Aria said. After Elena slipped back into the sanctuary, Aria stood a minute longer. She had not failed for stepping out. She repeated it like a line break. She had not failed. Even so, something inside her registered the hundreds of moments like this that she avoided, the life she’d let grow smaller to keep the dark at bay.

She checked her phone. A new text: Rowan: Mrs K made a group chat. You in? Then, after a second bubble: No pressure. But you’re in, right?

Yeah, she typed. I’m in.

––––––––
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Twilight turned the whole town into a photograph with its saturation turned down. Silver Ridge held onto daylight a little longer than the valley did, the mountain stoic about surrender. Aria walked home with her hood up and her hands deep, boots scuffing the salt-streaked sidewalk. Eli’s after-school club ran late on Mondays—lego robotics with Coach K—and Mom wouldn’t be home until morning. The house would be hers for three hours, that stretch of quiet that could be rest or razor depending on the night.

The porch steps creaked the way they always did, three then two, the pattern her dad had used to announce himself when he used to come home late. She still listened for that rhythm, even though it had been years since it belonged to anybody but the house.

Something waited on the top step: a paper lantern, star-shaped, cream-colored with delicate perforations along each point. Not the cheap store kind—this one had been cut by careful hands. It sat like a small, quiet creature against the railing, easy to miss and impossible to ignore.

Aria looked up and down the street. The neighbor’s dog huffed behind a fence. A pickup’s tail light blinked red in the distance. No one watched.

She crouched, lifted the lantern. It was light in both senses. A tea light—battery-operated, she noticed with grateful irony—was clipped gently inside, the switch taped so it wouldn’t slide. A thin cord was tied at the top, long enough to hang from the porch eaves. The star seemed to glow even with the light off, like it had remembered other nights.
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