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    For the dreamers who look up at the night sky and wonder what if —
and for the brave hearts who choose love, even when the path is uncertain.
For those who believe the stars may guide us,
but our choices are what truly write the story.
This book is for you. ✨
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Chapter 1 — Constellations & Coffee


[image: ]


By three in the afternoon, Solstice Ridge ripens into its particular kind of heat—sunlight so clean it feels like the sky has been scrubbed and wrung out, shadows crisp as paper cutouts. The town sits cupped in high desert hills like a handful of smooth stones: one main street, a hardware store that still sells nails by the pound, a thrift shop that displays prom dresses from five different decades, and my place—The Comet, a café wedged between the bookstore and the shop that sells wind chimes you can hear from the next block when the mountain breeze shows off.

I drew the café’s chalkboard sign this morning, letters leaning into each other like old friends: Try our new Perseids Caramel Cold Brew—shooting-star sweetness with a meteorite kick. It’s dramatic, yes. But everything in Solstice Ridge gets dramatic in August. The Star Party Festival banners go up across Main, the observatory posts its viewing schedule, and strangers learn our street names by day so they can get lost under our skies at night.

Inside, the air smells like espresso and orange peel. The cooler hums; the milk steamer sings its little steam-engine song. Summer people drift in wearing hiking boots and the kind of hats that look practical in catalogs and ridiculous in person. Regulars claim the corner table nearest the outlet, hot glue guns disguised as laptops. I have three calluses on my latte hand and a constellation of coffee grounds on my forearm that refuses to rinse off no matter how many breaks I take to scrub.

“Nova,” calls Mrs. Pennington from the door, because she refuses to call me Nix like everyone else. “Will you come by after your shift and look at my telescope? It’s doing that sideways thing again.”

“It’s an equatorial mount,” I say, pouring a line of steamed milk like a comet tail. “It’s supposed to go sideways.”

She blinks, then laughs because she thinks I’m kidding. I can’t help smiling. “I’m off at five, Mrs. P. I’ll swing by.”

She leaves happy. I leaf through my tips: two one-dollar bills, a handful of state quarters, and—today’s plot twist—a tiny rectangle of cardstock the color of midnight. The edges are embossed with stars, and in the center is a stamp that makes my stomach kick like it did the first time I looked through a real telescope and saw Saturn’s rings instead of a smudge: Perseids Night Hike & Star Story Contest.

I smooth the card on the counter. The details make my heart lean forward:

WHEN: Saturday, August 12.

WHERE: Cinder Peak Ridge Trailhead.

WHAT: Hike under the Perseids meteor shower. Submit a five-minute “star story” at the overlook. First prize: a refurbished eight-inch Dobsonian telescope and a letter of support from the Solstice Ridge Observatory Board.

The Dobsonian might as well be made of gold. My telescope is a child-sized refractor I earned scooping ice cream in middle school; it’s fine for the Moon, jealous of everything else. And the letter of support—my chest tightens around an unvoiced wish. The letter would look very good tucked inside the envelope with my college application portfolio, the one that, if all goes right, buys my one-way ticket out of a town I love but refuse to marry.

Love is allowed to be the setting, not the plot.

“Hey,” says Gideon, my boss, pushing through the swinging door from the back with a tub of clean mugs. He’s young enough to still be more skater than manager, old enough to have learned to stir rent and payroll into his espresso. “You see the flyer? Imagine you, the observatory’s star child, entering the star story contest.”

“I’m not a child,” I say, because any sentence with the word child near me turns my spine to concrete. Then I catch my tone and dial it back. “I was going to ask if you’d sponsor a prize—a gift card, maybe? To sweeten second place?”

“Second?” Gideon raises an eyebrow. “I like that confidence.”

“It’s not confidence,” I say. “It’s math. More prizes equals more entries equals more drinks sold to nervous people who need to caffeinate courage.”

He nods like I’ve recited scripture. “There’s a reason I hire you.”

“Because you like my latte art?”

“I like that you name your latte art. Also you write clever copy. Also you mop the corners.”

We grin at each other. I glance at the chalkboard mural behind the counter: tonight’s special—a star map of the northern summer sky, lines connecting bright dots. It looks good—bold lines, neat labels—except for one tiny mistake no one else in this room will notice. I wrote LYRA where CYGNUS should be. It’s the kind of thing that makes my skin itch.

I reach for the rag and the white chalk.

The bell above the door chimes. I don’t look up right away; I’m in the surgery—erasing, relabeling—minus anesthesia. The memory of the contest card is a glow at the edges of my vision. The town doesn’t have many scholarship committees; the observatory barely has a board; the board barely has money. But a letter like that? It’s a nudge. And sometimes a nudge is the difference between a closed door and one that opens on sticky hinges.

“Excuse me,” says a voice that’s warm in a way that suggests it’s used to being cool. “Is your Swan flying into your lyre?”

I turn, chalk between my fingers. He’s a little taller than me—maybe six feet—with sun-gold skin and a T-shirt that used to be black but has given up. Dark hair curls at the ends as if it turns questions into hooks. His face is all straight lines and unsmoothed edges, but his eyes—they scan the board and smile before his mouth does.

“Cygnus is there,” he adds, pointing to where I wrote LYRA. He taps lightly, not obnoxious. “Unless this is experimental cartography.”

I feel the flash of embarrassment and shove it down. “Or,” I say, “this is a modern reinterpretation. The Swan migrates toward better branding.”

His mouth does turn up then. “Ah. A Swanfluencer.”

“You’re making it worse,” I say, but I’m laughing now, wiping the chalk clean. “You’re right. My bad. I switched them.”

He leans into the counter to read the menu. There’s a faint scar at his wrist shaped like a crescent; a small star tattoo sits just above the bone. When he looks up, his hair shifts like it has thoughts. “What’s the difference between the Perseids Caramel Cold Brew and the Meteorite Mocha? I’m very invested in my natural sweetener intake.”

“Perseids is all cold brew, caramel, and a dash of salt,” I say. “Meteorite Mocha is hot, dark chocolate, and the coffee equivalent of a dare. It might dent your day. In a good way.”

“Perseids,” he decides. “No whip.”

“Name?” I ask, Sharpie poised above a plastic cup.

“Arlo.”

“Last name?”

He hesitates like he isn’t used to being asked. “Vega,” he says, and when my eyebrows climb, he already knows why. “Like the star, yeah. I didn’t choose it.”

“None of us choose our stars,” I say—too fast, too much—and I hear the truth in it even as it leaves my mouth.

“Well,” he says, something sparking in his eyes, “maybe we choose how we read them.”

I could live inside that sentence. But the machine hisses, and I hustle through the motions. Ice. Cold brew. Caramel swirl. A barely-there pinch of sea salt like it’s a spell. The muscle memory calms me the way counting does. I hand him his drink. He takes it like he takes everything—carefully and like he’s testing weight.

“So you’re new,” I say, because my curiosity is a creature that lives on coffee and other people’s origin stories. “Solstice Ridge is the kind of town where I know if someone’s visiting or lost or in witness protection.”

“New,” he confirms. “Mostly visiting. My mom took a short-term gig at the observatory.”

“Interim director?” I say at the same time the words slam into place in my brain. “Dr. Vega?”

He winces a little, like the title scratches. “That’s her. We’re here a few months while—” He stops, the way you drop a sentence when you realize you don’t want to show the bruise underneath. “We’re here.”

“Cool,” I say, but the syllable is thin. The observatory is my second home; the staff are my second relatives. “I give tours up there. Part-time. You should come by. We’re doing a solar viewing tomorrow with a filter that makes the sun look like a dangerous orange you shouldn’t peel.”

He laughs into his lid. And I soften toward him because—well, because the laugh sounds like relief.

A half hour later, the afternoon rush swells and recedes. I catch Arlo sitting by the window, forearms on the table, flipping through a trail map he must’ve picked up from the rack by the door. He traces the dotted line to Cinder Peak, the place where the ridge opens like a stage and the town climbs it once a year to hold our breath for rocks that remember who they were when the solar system was small.

My phone buzzes against the register. It’s a group text from the observatory’s volunteer listserv—REMINDER: POST FLYERS TODAY. I reach for the stack Gideon left near the napkins and tuck one under the chalkboard: Perseids Night Hike & Star Story Contest.

Arlo notices it the way birds notice crumbs—head tilted, gaze quick. “What’s a star story?” he asks when I bring his refill, because apparently we’ve made it to refill terms. He holds up a dollar bill. I nod at the tip jar, and he tucks it into the slot, sheepish because deliberate generosity still embarrasses some people raised on scarcity.

“A star story,” I say, “is how the festival lures otherwise normal people into telling true things under the cover of myth. A modern constellation myth, personal essay, spoken word piece—whatever. Five minutes max, no props, content appropriate for the grandmas.”

“And the prize?”

“A telescope,” I say. “And a letter of support from the board.”

He swallows like the words catch somewhere behind his collarbone. “You entering?”

“I should,” I say. “I’m good with a mic and better with a thesis.”

“You just said it like you were convincing yourself,” he says.

I raise a shoulder. “I’m convincing the universe. The universe listens if you sound confident. It confuses confidence with permission.”

He looks back at the flyer, then at me. “What would you write about?”

I fidget with a packet of sugar like it’s a worry stone. “Something about choice,” I say, feeling around for the shape of it. “We stand under the same sky as everyone who ever lived. We make different maps. My mom calls it a calling; my guidance counselor calls it goal-setting; I call it drawing my way out with stars.”

Arlo takes that in without making a joke, which is somehow the more intimate choice. “Can I ask you a weird question?”

“They’re my favorite kind.”

“Do you ever feel like your life got drafted in pencil and someone plans to ink it in later?” He doesn’t quite look at me; he looks at the window’s reflection, where the street reverses itself and makes strangers look like old friends walking backward.

I think of my three-year plan scribbled on the inside cover of my sketchbook: Design school—city—apartment that doesn’t smell like other people’s cooking. I think of the observatory’s donation jar with its polite plea—SAVE OUR SKY—and how every extra five-dollar bill lately feels like holding back a tide with a teaspoon. I think of my dad’s postcards—always a different city name blurring where a return address might be—and how they arrive like we’re both okay with the way we don’t fit anymore.

“All the time,” I say.

He exhales like I gave the right answer. “I want to enter,” he says, surprising both of us. “The contest. I need that letter. Maybe not for school—” He stops again, the wince. “I mean, maybe for school. Or for... something that needs someone else to say I’m worth the shot.”

My automatic response is to throw open the gates of hope and set off fireworks. Instead, I set down the sugar packet and decide to try honesty. “Let’s do it,” I say. “We both enter. We help each other write the best thing we can. Then we go head-to-head under a sky that doesn’t care if we win, because it’s busy being a sky. Deal?”

His smile is slow and startled, which might be my new favorite combination. He sticks out his hand. The crescent scar flashes. I take it; his grip is firm, not performative.

“Deal,” he says. “And to keep it from getting weird...”

“It will get weird,” I say. “All good things do.”

“...we set ground rules,” he finishes, unbothered. “No sabotage, no pity points, no pretending to like a draft if it’s not working.”

“Also,” I add, eyes on the chalkboard where CYGNUS and LYRA finally sit where they belong, “no constellation mansplaining unless asked.”

He raises his hand like he’s being sworn in. “May I never mansplain asterisms, long may I avoid conversational black holes.”

I bark a laugh. “Oh no. You do puns.”

“Only when fate demands it,” he says, deadly serious, so I can’t help it; I like him a little.

We swap numbers like kids whispering secrets in a library. He types Nix with an x, not acks or ks. People get it wrong; it’s nothing, and it’s something. He gets it right. I put him in as Arlo (Vega) because the parentheses make me smile against my better judgment.

The afternoon slides toward evening. Shadows shift toward the door like they’ve decided to go home. I sneak outside during a lull to tape a flyer to the lamp post. The wind smells like hot sage and dust. Across the street, the thrift shop’s window mannequin wears a sparkly dress that will absolutely be purchased by someone to wear ironically and then unironically once they realize it’s perfect.

I turn—and collide with Arlo, literally this time. My roll of tape escapes my hand like an object achieving orbit; his drink cap pops; caramel flicks the skin between my thumb and forefinger. We freeze, a close-up in a movie.

“Sorry,” we say together, then laugh at the cliché we’ve become.

“Battle scar?” he asks, pointing to the caramel comet.

“It’ll give me powers,” I say, wiping it with a napkin. “I’ll become a super-barista and pull quadruple shots with my mind.”

“Use your powers for good, not evil,” he says, and it sounds half like a joke and half like a prayer.

“Always.” I look at him like I’m practicing being brave. “Hey—tonight. The observatory’s open. Low-key summer viewing from eight to ten. I’m on the eight-thirty tour. You could come. Not as the director’s son.” I say it deliberately. “As my friend.”

The word is simple and not simple at all. He doesn’t flinch.

“I’ll come,” he says. “But not because fate wrote it on a chalkboard somewhere.”

“No,” I agree, feeling the theme of the night unfurl like a banner I didn’t know I had planned to hang. “Because we did.”

He leaves a few minutes later with the trail map folded into his back pocket and the tape roll reclaimed from under a bench. I watch him go the way you watch a meteor you didn’t expect—a bright thing you’re not sure you were allowed to see. Then I step back behind the counter and make three iced lattes in a row for a group of women who’ll ask me what time the planets come out as if they’re city lights with switches.

Eight o’clock finds me
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