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    To every young heart learning that love, like faith, is built—not merely felt.
To those who have walked through the fire of doubt and come out refined, not ruined.
And to the dreamers who believe that God's timing, though slow to our eyes, is always perfect.
May you find courage in honesty, beauty in forgiveness, and joy in the steady work of grace.
This story is for you—crafted in prayer, tempered in hope, and dedicated to the Author of true love. 
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Chapter 1 — Sparks
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The first time Maya stepped into the Community Forge, the air tasted like pennies and hope.

It sat in the shell of a former tool-and-die shop on Willow Street, brick walls blackened with the history of things made and broken. New windows—paid for by a grant and the persistent prayers of church ladies—let in rectangle slabs of afternoon sun that turned floating dust into glitter. Someone had scrubbed the concrete floor until it looked like it remembered being clean. A mural of a river and a gear sprawled across the far wall, the river painted in blues and greens, the gear in a forgiving gold. The door chimed the old-fashioned way when she pushed it: an actual bell wired to a spring.

“Watch your step,” called a voice from inside, warm and matter-of-fact. “And grab your PPE.”

Maya paused to adjust the strap of her backpack. PPE was second nature: boots, jeans, cotton tee. Hair braided tight and tucked into a cap. She tugged on the pair of leather gloves offered from a bin and lifted a face shield from a pegboard shaped like a flame. The shield reflected her in miniature, eyes determined, mouth a flat line that would someday—maybe—start to curve upward when she walked into spaces like this.

“First time?” asked the woman behind the welding booth. She was in her fifties, square-shouldered, with sleeves rolled exactly twice and a pencil in her hair. The name tag on her apron read ALVAREZ, and a tiny pin next to it read Make, Mend, Repeat.

“First time here,” Maya said. “Not my first time welding.”

Mrs. Alvarez smiled like she’d opened a gift she’d hoped for. “Maya Cruz, right? I saw your recycled-bicycle sculpture at the spring fair. Good joints. Your tacks were clean.”

Heat rose to Maya’s cheeks in a way that had nothing to do with the torches. Praise that knew what it was talking about always got under her guard. “Thanks,” she said. “I like giving junk another job.”

“Which is exactly what we’re doing with this town,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “Welcome to the Forge.”

Maya’s gaze traveled over the space: two welding booths with curtains that looked like something a superhero would use to change, a line of anvils scarred and shining, a coal forge waiting with smug patience, a propane forge with hoses coiled like snakes behaving themselves. A pegboard held tongs and hammers organized by shape, each outline traced in white paint, each tool a silhouette waiting to be fulfilled. Someone had swept, but not in a fussy way. There was still a respectable amount of grit. It felt right.

She’d come because she needed a place that made sense. Millbrook had once made engines and now made plans. Some stuck—like the farmers’ market and the summer concert series. Some didn’t. The church that ran the Forge had been one of the stubborn ones, holding potlucks when layoffs spiked, hosting job fairs when the mill closed, and, recently, opening this space with donors and bake sales and a second mortgage that made the pastor’s eyes kind and tired at the same time.

“Orientation in five,” Mrs. Alvarez said, pointing with her chin to a table set with earplugs and safety glasses. “Then we’ll split you into teams.”

Teams, Maya thought, and felt the familiar clench in her stomach that accompanied any sentence she couldn’t fix alone. She preferred a welding hood to group projects. Still, she took a seat on a rolling stool, slid foam earplugs between her fingers to warm them, and scanned the sign taped to the table: Community Forge Safety Reads Like Love. Underneath:  back hair. Cotton clothing only. Eye protection on when a single spark flies. Ask before touching. If you don’t know, don’t guess. We like your fingers where they are.

A boy slid onto the stool opposite her and grinned as if the idea of rules gave him energy instead of hives. His hands were clean in the way pastor’s kids’ hands often are on weekdays, though a faint crescent of grease under one nail betrayed recent contact with a bike chain. He wore a church youth retreat T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a leather bracelet that could have been ironic but wasn’t.

“Hi,” he said, like he’d been rehearsing friendliness. “I’m Eli. Eli Hart.”

“Maya,” she said, purely functional.

“Will you judge me if I confess this is my first time near a forge that isn’t on YouTube?” he asked.

“Only if you judge me for never having been in a debate final,” she said.

His grin widened. “Fair trade. I’ve never welded. I do own a soldering iron. I once fixed a toy robot. It moved for three minutes and then did a dramatic death.”

“Sounds like a metaphor,” she said.

“Probably,” he admitted, unbothered.

He offered a hand. She hesitated, then shook it, appreciating that his grip was firm but not performative. He did not try to crush her knuckles. He did not apologize for not trying to crush her knuckles. Her uncle once said you can tell a lot about a person from how they hold a tool and a hand. Eli held both like they had purposes beyond him.

“Okay, makers,” Mrs. Alvarez called, clapping once. “Eyes up.” The room quieted the way spaces do when someone who knows what they’re doing speaks. A few more teens drifted in, a couple adults with name tags that said things like DEACON WYATT and TIFFANY (SHE/HER, WOODTURNER), and Pastor Hart himself—tall, hands calloused, collar invisible beneath a flannel. He waved a greeting to Eli that looked like I see you not I own you.

“Our Forge exists to put hands and hope back together,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “Today you’ll learn the space, the tools, and the project we’re rallying around. Safety first: mask, gloves, face shield, ear protection. Sparks don’t play favorites. Wiser to gear up than to scar up.”

Maya tucked that line into a pocket of her brain where good sentences cured. Wiser to gear up than to scar up. Safety lectures usually felt like lectures. This sounded like love disguised as a checklist. She thought of her cousin Javi, who had learned to grind with safety glasses but no shield and now wore a tiny white mark on his cheek like a comma. He called it handsome. It had come from stubbornness, not bravery.

Deacon Wyatt stepped forward, a retired rigger with a beard that made you trust him even if you didn’t want to. He pulled back a tarp to reveal a bell—two hundred pounds, flared, the bronze surface mottled with old stories, a hairline crack running from the lip toward the crown like a wrinkle you’d hate to erase.

Gasps scattered the room. Even Maya let a small breath slip. The bell had hung in the mill cafeteria, tolling shift changes and holiday bonuses, ringing for weddings of couples who met over conveyor belts. When the mill closed, someone had salvaged it and stuck it in a storeroom. Now the town wanted to rehang it in the square for Founders Day, a sound stitched back into streets that had learned to speak in whispers.

“It’s cracked,” someone said, because obvious things sometimes need witnesses.

“Can’t hide a crack,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “But we can make it sing again. We’ll design a yoke and braces, repair the crack with a stitched technique so we don’t change the bell’s voice, and build a stand that’s safe, beautiful, and repairable. We do not do decoration that fails.”

Pastor Hart picked up the thread. “Founders Day is in twelve weeks. That’s not a dare. That’s a schedule,” he said, and eyes slid to Eli with a teasing kindness that made Maya like the room more. “We’ll divide into teams: metalwork, rigging, design, and events. No heroes. No lone wolves. Wolves have bad shop etiquette.”

A chuckle rolled through the room. Maya felt the moment land—the sound of a project with weight. You could tell the difference between a photo op and a thing that would still be standing in winter. This smelled like winter.

“Team leads,” Mrs. Alvarez said, checking a list. “For metalwork: me, with Maya Cruz as apprentice lead.” Her head snapped up. “If Maya says stop, you stop. If Maya says redo, you redo. For rigging: Deacon Wyatt and Tiffany. For design: Ms. Grayson from the high school art room, with two assistants—Kadeem and Beau. For events and community engagement: Pastor Hart and... Eli.”

Maya blinked. Apprentice lead. The words crawled under her skin and settled there with equal parts pride and panic. People looked at her, quickly, the way people do when a name they didn’t expect gets called. She lifted a hand, small wave. Eli glanced at her, eyebrows raised, question in his face without being a challenge. The look said, We’ll work it out.

“Pairings make projects sing,” Mrs. Alvarez said. “Maya, you’ll work with Eli to coordinate metal needs and events—mock-ups for fundraising night, live demos, and safety briefings for guests. We want the town to see the work, not just the ribbon.”

Eli tapped a pencil against his notebook. “I can do schedules,” he whispered to Maya. “I love schedules in a not-creepy way.”

“I can do sparks,” she whispered back. “In a safe way.”

He grinned. “Perfect. I’ll keep us from running out of coffee and you’ll keep us from running out of fingers.”

It should have annoyed her. It didn’t. It sounded like someone naming the shape of a partnership that might actually work.

They broke into stations. Maya followed Mrs. Alvarez to the welding booths for an equipment check while Eli headed toward a whiteboard to start a supply list. The bell under the tarp hummed in Maya’s peripheral vision like a sleeping beast getting used to its new room.

“Helmet fit?” Mrs. Alvarez asked. “You prefer auto-darkening or passive?”

“Auto-dark,” Maya said. “I can bring my own after today.”

“I’ve got a spare with fresh batteries,” Mrs. A said, reaching into a cabinet and handing it over like a ceremonial object. “Tell me about your welds, Maya. Favorite process?”

“GMAW,” she said. “But I want to get better at TIG for delicate joints. The bicycle piece was MIG.”

“Fear of TIG?”

“Fear of turning beautiful mistakes into ugly ones,” Maya said, surprising herself. “Also, my uncle never had a TIG rig. YouTube only takes you so far.”

Mrs. A nodded, eyes approving. “Good answer. Fear acknowledged becomes skill.

“We’ll start with practice beads to check your hand. Then you and Eli will build a sample bracket to show the town during the ‘Metal & Music’ night the church is planning. You up for teaching while doing?”

Maya looked through the booth at the room—at Eli charting, at Deacon Wyatt coiling chain with reverence, at Pastor Hart fielding questions that were half logistics, half theology. “If people keep their safety glasses on,” she said.

Mrs. A’s mouth twitched. “You’ll say that a lot. It’ll make me proud.”

Maya slipped on the helmet and dropped the visor for a moment to feel the brief privacy of dark. The world shrank to breath and the promise of a weld. She lifted it again, placed the torch in her hand, and ran practice beads on scrap, steady and slow until the metal told her she was smooth. The sound—an insect chorus, a controlled sizzle—settled her nerves. The bead shone like a row of coins exactly where she meant them to be. She exhaled.

When she looked up, Eli was at the booth entrance with a checklist and safety glasses perched correctly on his nose. “How do you feel about Monday evenings for open-forge demonstration?” he asked. “We’ll need to write a script that says, ‘Sparks will fly in your direction, wear our house PPE or move farther back.’ I can design a cute sign with a stern font.”

“I feel about Monday demonstrations the way I feel about cutting corners,” she said. “We can do it if we do it right.”

“Right is my love language,” he said. “Also, Mrs. Alvarez says you’re leading safety talk for volunteers.”

“Is that what she said?” Maya asked, shooting Mrs. A a look that couldn’t hide her secret satisfaction.

“Verbatim: ‘If Maya says stop, you stop,’” Eli quoted, the line respectful, not performative. “I put it on the board.”

“What board?”

He pointed. Across the room, on a whiteboard labeled RULES WE’LL BE GLAD WE KEPT, someone—Eli, his handwriting precise and surprisingly neat—had written:

1. PPE or PTO (go home).

2. If Maya or Mrs. A says stop, you stop.

3. Ask before touching.

4. Stay hydrated.

5. We are here to build more than a bell.

Maya tried not to let the smile be obvious. It escaped anyway.

They did a walk-through together. Maya showed Eli how to move around a booth without tripping over hoses. Eli showed Maya the calendar he’d started: work nights, open nights, fundraising nights. He sketched boxes and arrows with color-coding that would have made a teacher weep with relief. “I’m thinking we pair every demo with a short story,” he said. “Human attention spans are two minutes long inside rooms with shiny things. We’ll tell a story while you do one small operation. Then we switch stations. People like stations. Stations feel like progress.”

“You do have a gift,” Maya said. “It’s not the one that keeps metal from spattering, but it’s the one that keeps crowds from wandering into death.”

“Useful,” he said cheerfully.

At break, they sat on the tailgate of a church van to drink lemonade that tasted like the past and the future. The bell sat ten yards away under the tarp, still a promise. The river beyond the building moved with its usual bias toward the lake, unconcerned about human schedules.

Eli swung his boots lightly and said, “So. Your turn to interrogate my past.”

“Curiosity before judgment,” she said, feeling the shape of the phrase on her tongue. “I like that rule better than ‘don’t be a jerk.’ It gives you something to do.”

“Preach,” he said, then winced. “Sorry, PK reflex.”

“PK?”

“Pastor’s kid,” he clarified. “I try not to sermon at people accidentally. But if you need a three-point outline and a closing illustration, I have a folder.”

“What’s it like?” She kept her tone neutral. Plenty of people thought they knew the PK story: either saint or scandal. Better to ask the person in front of you.

“Like living in a house with porous walls,” he said thoughtfully. “People’s emergencies knock at
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