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    For the dreamers who chase light in the darkest places,
for the friends who stand by us when the world feels haunted,
and for every young heart learning that courage begins with listening—
this story is for you.
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Chapter 1 — The Light That Shouldn’t Be
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The light should have been ordinary.

It was a rehabbed Fresnel spotlight I’d found limping in the scene shop—rusted yoke, cracked lens, a cord wrapped in electrical tape like a mummy. I’d spent two weeks of lunch and one Saturday giving it a spine: new ceramic socket, new pigtail, a saved-from-the-dump barn door set I repainted with leftover flat black. I talked to it when no one was around. I called it Fred. Theater people name things; it keeps them from biting.

The night I tested Fred, the auditorium was a hollowed-out heart. No orchestra pit cover, just black floor. No set, just a bare cyc and the smell of sawdust and spilled coffee. The stage manager had texted that she was still at her cousin’s game. The custodian, Mr. Caldera, had left the outside door ajar, like always, so “kids with keys” didn’t have to rattle the building. I never abused it. I just needed height.

The fly tower rose above the stage like the inside of a bell. You climb the iron ladder rungs until your calves complain. You step onto the grid, breathe the hot dust air. The cats—those skinny catwalks that make adults clutch their chests—sliced the dark like ribs. Lantern Ridge High isn’t fancy, but our fly is old and honest, all rope locks and numbered pipes and a ghost light that is literally a busted floor lamp from the 90s, duct-taped to a base.

I slung the Fresnel over one shoulder, the safety cable biting through the strap of my hoodie. I clipped myself in because even though the grid looks like a cage, no one ever wins an argument with gravity. “Don’t drop me,” I told the light. It did not answer. It weighed more than it had any right to. I liked that about it. Heavy things don’t lie.

Below, the stage was a square of quiet dark and beyond the proscenium, beyond the back door, beyond the loading bay, darkness fell away into Dark Hollow—the gorge that begins where town runs out. In daytime, Dark Hollow is just a slash in the land, all shale and scrub, the old trolley trestle a ribcage against sky. At night, if you have an imagination—which I do—the Hollow feels busy. People say the miners used to lure each other with lanterns. People say they used those lights for help or harm depending on paydays and grudges. People say—and then tell you not to go see if “people say” is true.

“Okay, Fred,” I whispered, kneeling crosstlegged on the grid and setting the light at the catwalk edge. “Let’s see what you can do.”

I had a gel clip ready if I needed to cool the beam, a piece of frost I’d cut from a crinkled sheet. I’d polished the concentric lens with vinegar and coffee filters until the rings gleamed like tree growth. The plug went into a worklight circuit with a little spark, and the smell of new heat crept up. I loved that smell. It’s learning to work again, I told myself. It’s opening an eye that closed too soon.

I aimed down. This would be a simple test: focus the circle, sharpen the edge, check the slider, pan. Make sure the cradle stayed tight. I’d flood the cyc, then spot a chair on stage just to pretend there was a person under it. Then I’d swing the beam out the loading door, let it die at the edge of the pavement, tell myself I wasn’t tempted to point it toward the Hollow.

I made a circle with my hand and the lens threw it down, soft and round. I dragged the slider, ran flood to spot and back again. The edge cut sharp; the texture of the floorboards leaped at me. “Hello, power,” I said, delighted. The theater swallowed my voice and returned it as a hum in the grid steel.

Then I panned too far.

Just a notch. The beam slipped off the stage, angled through the dark and found the gap in the back door that never latches right. It went out into the loading bay and ricocheted off the aluminum of the dumpster like a thrown coin and then kept going—down, out, clean. It carved the night. Went beyond our cracked asphalt lot, over the lip of town, right where our streetlights give up and the gorge begins.

The beam bled into Dark Hollow.

I didn’t breathe. I told myself it was fine—light has to land on something, even if that something is air—but my chest felt like someone had put a hand there and pressed.

The razor of light touched the rim of the gorge, found a sliver of old glass or mica and bounced again. Then—ridiculous, impossible, like a stage trick built on a lie—it hit a pale shape that was not there a second earlier.

A lantern lit in midair over the Hollow.

Not a stadium lamp. Not a drone. Not headlights sweep from a road. A lantern, floating twenty, thirty feet above the scrub, the sort you see in old photographs—tin cap, glass globe. It burned the way water glows when a sunbeam catches it: thin and real and wrong for the hour.

My mouth said a word I don’t use around teachers. My fingers found the dimmer and killed Fred. The grid went darker than dark. I crouched instinctively, as if night can see you if you stick up. Down below, the ghost of my beam flickered on my retina. The floating lantern did not go out.

It swayed. Once. Twice. As if curious.

I reached for my phone without looking. Muscle memory knows where the pocket is when sight forgets. Cold slab. Thumbs that can do this half-asleep opened the camera. I switched to video and held it against the grillwork, trying to brace against shake.

The lantern drifted along the lip of the Hollow the way a moth tests the edge of a jar. The wind didn’t seem to move it; if there was wind inside the gorge, it didn’t reach us on the grid. There was nothing holding it—a blank undercut of land and then air, then rock. No line. No tricks.

“Rowan Hale,” I told myself, the way my grandmother used to when she wanted me to pretend to be braver than I was. “You’re a lighting tech. You love physics. You love wires. You love how I-beams hum when they hold a building up. You do not love fairy tales. You are not currently dying in a gorge because you turned on a stage light.”

The lantern bobbed again, the tiniest bow. Then my phone vibrated so hard I almost dropped it through the grid.

10:17 p.m., the lock screen announced when I yanked my eyes down. Every app tile blinked. The signal bars stuttered: LTE, SOS, No Service, then all at once back again. The time froze—10:17 with the little second dots not moving—then jumped, like a frame skip. The stopwatch app times I’d left running for fun (I time everything) all tripped zeros and began counting up together, synchronized like soldiers.

“What.” I said it out loud because it made the room feel more solid when my brain went liquid.

When I looked back, the lantern had edged closer to the school. No noise. No smoke. It was bright enough to color the scrub tips a sad yellow, to throw a slim oval on the shale. I thought about the story everyone tells their own way: men lured by false beacons to bridges that weren’t there, to good wages that were just holes, to “safety” that meant somebody else’s profit.

Don’t be a man in a story, I told myself. Be the person on the grid who switches off the breaker, logs a weird bounce, tries again at full dark another night.

But my hands did the thing they always do when fear makes them twice-blind: they checked the frame, steadied, rolled. I recorded the floating lantern and my breathing and the way the world seemed to have forgotten how to tick.

I don’t know how long I crouched there. Time turned stretchy. The lantern lingered as if trying to look at me, which is ridiculous—lights don’t have faces—but it felt like being watched by something pretending not to. Then, the light skated backward as if a tide took it. Fainter, farther. It winked once—on-off—as if signing and then went out.

The gorge wasn’t empty, exactly. You can’t un-see something and then believe the space it occupied is “empty.” But no glow remained. Crickets realized they’d been frozen in their legs and started up again.

Everything else started up too. The second dots on the lock screen jumped and continued. The stopwatch app remembered what running looks like. The LTE bars went solid like nothing ever happened. I let my breath out a little too fast. My body informed me it needed to sit down right now or it would pick the place itself. I sat.

Later, I could have told anyone that was the end. Weird beam, weird light, phone hiccup. Ghost story to tell in September when you want to scare freshmen. But I’m a nerd and I love data more than I love sleep. I rewound the video on my phone. I pinged back and forth in it the way we do when we think the past will reveal more if we treat it like a hinge.

There was a sound I hadn’t noticed—a faint hiss when the lantern got close, like gas under breath. There was a flicker in my stupid reflection across the black... my own eyes wide, my hoodie string in the corner of frame, the grid’s pattern across my cheek like a net. And then there was the thing that made my neck do that porcupine bristle.

At exactly 00:10:17 on the video counter—of course—white text shimmered across the dark.

Not UI. Not overlay. Not a notification or a random glitch. It wrote itself onto the black of the Hollow like handwriting on old news film. The words were imperfect, letters a little chipped at their edges, as if the light that made them shone through mica grit.

Don’t answer a light with a light.

I paused it and felt the universe lean in.

My stupid first thought was that Mira had gotten into my phone and added meme text. But Mira wasn’t here and I don’t hand out my passcode, and anyway she’d never. Second thought: some Snapchat filter I didn’t authorize. Third, colder: EVP, but for image. Electronic voice phenomenon—Mira’s obsession—when audio takes on voices nobody recorded. Could a camera pick up handwriting nobody wrote?

I scrubbed backward. The letters faded into nothing before the lantern got close. I scrubbed forward. They appeared, ghostly, hung there for four seconds, then dissolved into the pale live flame like fog swallowed them.

It wasn’t elegant. The ‘a’ in “answer” nested funny; the ‘g’ in “light” was the old kind of g, with a loop. The sentence felt like it belonged to a mouth that had taught itself in a hurry.

“Say it,” my grandmother used to tell me when I worried in bed. “If you say the fear, it can’t get bigger behind your teeth.”

“Don’t answer a light with a light,” I said to the empty fly tower. It felt even truer aloud, which I was not prepared for. I heard myself, and I sounded like somebody announcing a rule.

My hands shook like I was too cold. Cold wasn’t the thing. I clipped the safety line to the grid again because my brain had decreed that if I was going to stand up with new gravity in my chest, I should be tied to something that didn’t plan to go anywhere. I slung Fred off the edge and onto the catwalk like it weighed nothing. It didn’t react when I unplugged it, big baby that it was.

“Okay,” I told the air. “Rule. Fine.” It’s how I’ve kept myself from getting hurt in scene shop and life: make a rule, then don’t break it just to see what happens when you do.

I shut everything down. I rolled the ladder to the dock and peered out the cracked door like a kid who watched a horror movie by accident. The school’s back lot yawned black. Our dumpster reflected faintly. The line where the land fell away was just a darker dark. I thought about stepping outside and leaning over the guardrail to look. I pictured Mr. Caldera, who has a sixth sense for kids he likes doing something that might make them fall, shaking his head and waving me in. I chose Mr. Caldera.

The theater always smells slightly different at night when you turn the systems off: wood takes a deep breath and remembers it used to be tree; fabric shakes off the day’s jokes. I locked the booth and set the old ghost light center stage because superstition isn’t superstition if it works. The lamp glowed honey, a little puddle of safe where none had been.

My phone buzzed again on my way down the house aisle. I expected Amber alerts or group chats. It was a calendar reminder I did not set. 10:17—Don’t answer. It wasn’t on any of my calendars. It wasn’t an app I owned. The phone had written it for me like it had decided to join the rule-making.

“Cool,” I told it. “Helpful.” I turned it face down.

Outside, the night had cooled enough that my breath made a little fog. The wind that lives always in a gorge had a blade in it. When I reached the parking lot, my cheap ten-speed leaned against the chain-link exactly where I’d left it, making no comment. I wheeled past the painted white letters on the asphalt—LANE—like the asphalt asked for a name. Dark Hollow kept its secrets in its pocket.

At home, my mom asked if rehearsal ran late, and I said “testing,” and she said “try not to rebuild the whole school on your own,” and I said “no promises,” and neither of us heard how that could be a prayer.

I lay in bed and watched my ceiling fan try to cut the night into manageable slices. The video sat on my phone under my pillow like a hot coal. I knew if I texted Mira, she’d ride her bike over in slippers. If I texted Pax, he’d tell me to hydrate first because that’s his whole
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