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    To every child who has walked through a dark day—
when the world felt heavy and hope felt far away—
may you discover that God's light is still shining for you.
To the hearts learning to trust again,
even through tears and uncertainty—
this story is for you.
And to the kind voices and caring hands
that bring light into someone's darkness—
thank you for reminding us that hope never fades.
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Chapter 1: The Day Everything Changed
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The morning had begun like every other morning in Maple Ridge—quiet, gentle, and full of the kind of small, ordinary moments that no one ever thinks to hold onto.

Twelve-year-old Elena Carter lay in bed, staring at the soft golden light that slipped through the curtains and stretched across her ceiling. The sunlight made shapes that looked like clouds drifting slowly across a pale sky. She liked mornings like this. Calm. Predictable. Safe.

From downstairs, she could hear the familiar sounds of her home waking up. The soft clatter of dishes. The hum of the kettle. And, most comforting of all, the low, warm voice of her mother humming a tune that Elena had heard a hundred times but never grown tired of.

“Elena!” her mom called. “You’ll be late if you don’t get moving!”

“I’m up!” Elena called back, though she hadn’t moved an inch.

She stayed there for a few more seconds, letting the quiet wrap around her like a blanket. If she had known what this day would become, she might have stayed longer. She might have memorized the sound of her mother’s voice, the way the sunlight danced on the walls, the feeling of everything being exactly as it should be.

But she didn’t know.

No one ever does.

With a sigh, Elena finally pushed herself up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The wooden floor was cold under her feet, making her wince. She padded across the room, stepping carefully over a pile of books she had left by her desk—stories she had promised herself she would finish but hadn’t yet.

Her room was a reflection of who she was—neat in some places, messy in others. A corkboard covered with drawings and little notes hung above her desk. A small potted plant sat by the window, its leaves tilted toward the sun. On her shelf were her favorite things: a worn-out teddy bear she had kept since she was little, a stack of sketchpads, and a framed photo of her family.

In the photo, Elena stood between her parents, all three of them smiling. Her father’s arm rested comfortably around her shoulders, and her mother leaned in close, her eyes bright with laughter.

Elena smiled at the picture as she passed it, then grabbed her school uniform from the chair and hurried to get dressed.

Downstairs, the smell of toast and eggs filled the kitchen. Her mom stood by the stove, flipping something in a pan, her hair tied up in a loose bun that was already starting to come undone.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” her mom said, glancing over her shoulder with a grin.

“Good morning,” Elena replied, sliding into her chair.

Her father sat at the table with a newspaper spread out in front of him. He looked up as she entered, his eyes lighting up.

“There she is,” he said. “The fastest runner in Maple Ridge.”

Elena rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help smiling. “I’m not that fast.”

“You beat everyone in your class last week,” her father said, folding the newspaper. “That counts for something.”

“It was just practice,” Elena said, though a small spark of pride flickered inside her.

Her father leaned back in his chair. “Practice is where champions are made.”

Her mom set a plate in front of Elena. “Eat before it gets cold,” she said. “Big day today.”

Elena frowned slightly. “What’s big about it?”

Her mom shrugged, smiling. “Every day is big if you’re paying attention.”

Elena laughed softly and picked up her fork. She didn’t think much about her mother’s words. They were just one of those things adults said—nice, but not particularly important.

If only she had known.

School was only a short walk away, and Elena made the journey with her best friend, **Maya**, who lived just down the street.

Maya was already waiting at the corner when Elena arrived, her backpack slung over one shoulder and her curly hair bouncing as she waved.

“You’re late!” Maya called.

“I’m not late,” Elena said, jogging the last few steps. “You’re just early.”

Maya grinned. “Same thing.”

They fell into step together, their conversation picking up right where it had left off the day before.

“I still think you should try out for the regional race,” Maya said. “You’d totally win.”

Elena shook her head. “No way. That’s too big.”

“That’s the point,” Maya said. “Big things are good.”

Elena wasn’t so sure about that.

She liked small things. Comfortable things. Things she understood.

They talked about school, about homework, about the new girl in class who had barely said a word all week. They laughed about a joke their teacher had made and argued over which subject was the most boring.

It was the kind of conversation that didn’t feel important—but it was. It was everything.

By the time they reached school, the bell was already ringing.

“Race you!” Maya shouted.

Elena didn’t need to be asked twice. She took off, her feet pounding against the pavement, her heart lifting with the familiar thrill of running.

For a moment, everything else faded away.

There was only the wind in her hair, the steady rhythm of her breath, and the feeling that she could outrun anything.

She reached the door first, laughing as Maya stumbled in behind her.

“Not fair,” Maya said, catching her breath. “You always win.”

Elena grinned. “You keep saying that, but you still challenge me every time.”

“Because one day,” Maya said, pointing a finger at her, “I’m going to beat you.”

Elena just smiled.

It felt like that day would never come.

Classes passed in a blur of lessons and notes and whispered conversations. Elena tried to focus, but her mind kept drifting—thinking about the race Maya had mentioned, about the sketch she wanted to finish, about what her mom might make for dinner.

Nothing felt unusual.

Nothing felt different.

At lunch, Elena and Maya sat under their usual tree, sharing snacks and stories.

“I heard there’s going to be a talent show next month,” Maya said.

Elena raised an eyebrow. “You’re not thinking about singing again, are you?”

Maya gasped dramatically. “Excuse me, I have an amazing voice.”

Elena laughed. “That’s not what happened last time.”

“That was one time,” Maya said. “And I was nervous!”

Elena shook her head, smiling.

The world felt steady. Predictable.

Safe.

The final bell rang in the afternoon, and students poured out of the building in a rush of noise and movement.

“I’ll see you tomorrow!” Maya called as they reached the corner where they usually parted ways.

“See you!” Elena replied, waving.

She turned toward home, her steps light.

The sky had shifted slightly, the bright blue now softened by a few drifting clouds. A breeze carried the scent of something sweet—maybe someone baking nearby.

Everything felt the same.

And then, as she turned onto her street, she noticed something that didn’t.

A car she didn’t recognize was parked outside her house.

Elena slowed down.

It was a dark car, sleek and unfamiliar, sitting too still against the familiar backdrop of her home. The front door was slightly open, just enough to make her stomach tighten.

That was strange.

Her mom never left the door open.

Elena’s steps grew slower, more cautious. A quiet unease began to settle in her chest, like a shadow creeping in from the edges.

“Mom?” she called as she approached the house.

No answer.

She pushed the door open wider and stepped inside.

The house felt different.

Too quiet.

The air seemed heavier, as if it were holding something it didn’t want to let go of.

“Mom?” Elena called again, her voice softer this time.

From the living room, she heard a voice—not her mother’s.

“Elena?”

A woman stepped into view. She was wearing a neat jacket, her expression careful, almost too careful.

Behind her, Elena saw her mother sitting on the couch, her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

Her mother’s eyes were red.

“Elena,” her mom said, her voice trembling. “Come here, sweetheart.”

Elena’s heart began to pound.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

Her mother opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She shook her head slightly, as if trying to gather the strength to say something that felt impossible.

The woman stepped forward gently.

“My name is Mrs. Harris,” she said softly. “I’m here to help your family.”

Help?

Elena’s confusion deepened.

“Where’s Dad?” she asked.

The room seemed to hold its breath.

Her mother’s face crumpled, and she covered her mouth with her hand as a sob escaped.

“Elena,” she said, her voice breaking, “there’s been an accident.”

The words hung
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