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Chapter 1: Flea Market Treasures
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The sun baked the asphalt of the old flea market lot, a simmering shimmer rising from its cracked, uneven surface like a warning. Somewhere down the row of booths, a boom box crackled with the tinny strains of "Take on Me", its beat floating through the stalls, mixing with the scent of hot pretzels, frying sausages, and stale popcorn. 

Jesse Harper adjusted the strap of his Walkman slung over his shoulder, the faint hum of a cassette winding down as the song ended. He slipped off his headphones, letting them hang around his neck, and waved to Tina Delgado, who was poring over a milk crate of vinyl records at the nearest table.

"You find anything good?" Jesse asked, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his faded jean jacket.

Tina pushed her oversized sunglasses up her nose, a playful grin tugging at the corner of her mouth. "You mean besides your future as a DJ extraordinaire? Not yet, Harper."

Jesse rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help but smile. Tina always had a way of making everything sound cooler than it was—like he wasn’t just a kid collecting mixtapes, but a rising star in the making.

The market bustled with energy, a living thing made of rusted bicycles, mismatched roller skates, and forgotten relics of other people’s pasts. Old men haggled over baseball cards, their fingers stained with ink, while moms with feathered hair picked through racks of parachute pants for their restless kids.

Logan Pierce appeared out of nowhere, skidding to a stop on his skateboard with a smooth, practiced ease. His blond hair, sun-bleached from too many afternoons at the skate park, stuck out in every direction like he’d just rolled out of bed—because, knowing Logan, he probably had.

"You guys have to see this," Logan said, breathless, as he kicked his board into his hands. "There’s this creepy booth back there, selling all kinds of weird old junk. Like—haunted house kind of stuff."

"Haunted?" Brit O’Leary’s voice cut in as she joined them, a stuffed plastic bag slung over her shoulder. "You’re speaking my language." She adjusted her neon headband, eyes wide with intrigue. Brit had a thing for the paranormal—ghost stories, UFO sightings, you name it. If it was spooky, she wanted to know all about it.

Jesse, Tina, Logan, and Brit exchanged glances, the unspoken agreement passing between them: they had to check it out.

They weaved through the rows of booths, dodging kids with dripping ice cream cones and old women hawking homemade jams. Every step brought them deeper into the heart of the flea market, where the sunlight didn’t quite reach, and the air felt heavier—muffled by dusty tarps and the scent of mildew.

The booth Logan had found was crammed between two larger stalls, almost hidden behind a curtain of beaded necklaces. The air inside was thick and musty, like an attic sealed shut for decades. Trinkets cluttered the tables—yellowed postcards, antique dolls with chipped faces, and tarnished jewelry tangled in knots.

"Check this out," Logan whispered, holding up a cracked porcelain doll with half a face. "Why would anyone want that?" Tina muttered, shuddering. Brit leaned in, her fingers grazing the edge of a brass Ouija board. "I bet this stuff is cursed."

"Cool," Logan whispered with a grin.

Behind the counter sat an old woman, her back hunched, eyes lost in the folds of her sunken face. She looked as if she'd been waiting for them—like she knew they would come.

Jesse noticed the camera first. It sat on the edge of the table, hidden beneath a tangle of braided friendship bracelets and dust-covered postcards.

It was a Polaroid camera—big, clunky, and scarred with years of use. The kind of thing you’d expect to find in your grandma’s attic, right next to old photo albums with cracked leather covers. Jesse picked it up, feeling the weight of it in his hands. It smelled faintly of plastic and time, like the scent of cassette tapes left in a hot car.

"How much?" Jesse asked.

The old woman’s lips curled into a slow, deliberate smile. "It chooses who it belongs to," she said in a voice like dry leaves scraping pavement. "Fifteen dollars, and it’s yours."

Jesse exchanged glances with the others. Brit’s eyes sparkled with excitement, and even Tina, usually the skeptical one, looked intrigued. Logan just shrugged, pulling a crumpled five-dollar bill from his back pocket.

"I’ll cover the rest," Jesse said, digging into his own pocket for a handful of change.

The woman’s eyes seemed to glint as she accepted the money. "Be careful what you capture," she whispered, almost to herself, as Jesse slung the Polaroid camera over his shoulder.

They left the booth with the camera, the woman’s words lingering in the back of Jesse’s mind like a half-remembered dream.

They gathered in Jesse’s basement later that afternoon, the room lit by the glow of his lava lamp and the soft hum of the box fan whirring in the corner. Posters of The Clash and Duran Duran covered the walls, and the scent of buttered popcorn filled the air as Logan opened a fresh bag of microwave popcorn.
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