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    For the ones who shine quietly.
For every teen who's ever doubted their own light.
May you remember—you sparkle, even on the days you can't see it.
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Chapter 1 — Flicker
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Saturday nights in Riverbend made the old rail spur look like a necklace someone clasped around the town’s throat—warm bulbs strung from pole to pole, booths glittering like charms, voices layering until the place hummed. Kettle corn sweetened the air. A stray breeze lifted napkins and snatches of a guitar tune that could have been any song from the last thirty years.

Sahana Patel rolled her case across the cracked asphalt and counted in her head, the way she always did: table, risers, cloths, cones, lights, tape, Square reader, polishing cloths, extra jump rings. She liked lists because they didn’t change their minds about you. She liked metal for the same reason. When you asked it to do something and you knew how to ask, it answered.

“Slow down,” her grandfather said, though he was the one outpacing her. He wore his old wool sweater even though the evening had decided to be warmer than the forecast. “The booth isn’t running away.”

“It does if the farmers get the outlet corner,” she said, glancing down the row to where the vegetable people had already conquered the best patch of wall and strung a vine of Edison bulbs with smug efficiency. She claimed her square of space and exhaled. “We made it.”

Dada set the folding stool with a little extra ceremony, as if consecrating the ground. He’d been a goldsmith most of his life—the old-school kind who coaxed bangles into being with a hammer and a bench pin, who could burnish a seam until even a jealous eye stopped looking for it. His hands weren’t as steady now, so he hovered at the edge of her work the way a retired dancer watches a rehearsal, feet still mapping the steps.

Sahana built the table like a stage set. Linen cloth smoothed tight. Riser blocks in descending order. Trays lined with velvet gray—the exact shade that let silver breathe and stones pop without yelling. She set out chunky hoops that had taken three tries to get perfectly oval, a row of hammered cuffs that caught the light like ripples on the river, pendants with tiny labradorites that flashed blue like secrets. Her favorite—two scatter-set clusters that looked like fireworks paused mid-bloom—stayed in the velvet box for now. If the night treated her kindly, she’d bring them out later and pretend she wasn’t nervous about their price tags.

“Lights,” Dada prompted, already uncoiling the extension cord he’d looped with a pride only people who’ve wrestled cords understand.

“On it.” She clipped two slim bars to the top edge of the backdrop and reached for the power strip.

Click. Nothing.

She blinked, frowned, and tried again. The switch rocked with the useless confidence of a toy. Still dark. Around them, other booths were coming alive—ceramics glowing beneath warm bulbs, a woodworker’s cutting boards turning glossy just because someone bothered to shine at them.

“Maybe the outlet?” she said, fighting the tightness climbing her throat.

Dada plugged his ancient Nokia into the wall with a charger he carried like a talisman. The screen lit up cheerfully. “Outlet good. Strip bad.” He said it like a diagnosis he didn’t take personally.

“Backup,” Sahana muttered, digging for the emergency clip-on LEDs she only half believed in. She found two. One grudgingly coughed to life. The other did nothing but reflect her annoyance back at her. She angled the single light and watched her work recede into gray.

Her jaw tightened. She could sell in the dark, technically. The pieces didn’t stop being what they were. But sparkle mattered. Sparkle pulled eyes to her table instead of to the next one over selling ceramic mushroom salt cellars, which were frankly unfair competition.

“Hey,” said a voice that belonged to a grin before it belonged to a person. “Want to borrow some glow?”

She looked up. The boy had a camera strap across his chest and a tiny roll of black tape looped to his wrist like a bracelet. Curls peeked from under a beanie with a hand-stitched patch: REYES FILMS. His smile aimed for charming and landed somewhere shy of cocky, which helped.

“We’re okay,” she started, because accepting help often invited more help and then you were in a conversation you didn’t plan for. “Thanks though.”

He already had a small light in his hand—one of those clip-on panels with a honeycomb diffuser and a battery that could survive the apocalypse—and another tucked under his arm. “I’m running two extras tonight,” he said. “Hedge against the plug demons. You can hold me personally responsible for them while they’re at your table.”

Dada watched him thoughtfully and then nodded once, a blessing. “Borrow,” he told Sahana. “Pay him with tea.”

“Tea is my preferred currency,” the boy said solemnly, clipping his first light to her top bar and swiveling it like a pro until a soft wash poured down the display. He placed the second at a diagonal to banish the shadows, took a step back, and—without touching a thing—made her work look twice as sure of itself.

It wasn’t magic. It felt like it anyway.

“Better?” he asked.

“Much,” she said, and let an actual smile escape as the labradorites woke up and the hammered cuffs made their little applause noises. She felt the bones of the night shift back into place. “Thank you...”

“Gabe,” he said, tapping the patch. “Reyes. I make micro-docs about markets and people doing real things. I’m filming tonight. Can I catch some B-roll of your hands doing jewelry stuff? No faces unless you say.”

Sahana considered. A freshman-year pep rally disaster had taught her what bad angles and worse strangers could do to your dignity. But his camera hung like a tool, not a trophy, and the offer came with boundaries attached. “Hands are fine,” she said. “Faces require approval.”

“Deal,” Gabe said. He pointed his lens down and let it rest against his chest, like a dog waiting for a release word. “I’ll circle back after the rush. What’s your name?”

“Sahana,” she said. “Patel.”

He repeated it carefully, as if he knew names deserved that much. “Nice to meet you, Sahana Patel. I’ll be back with my entire moral compass and maybe a samosa.”

“Bring your moral compass hungrier,” Dada suggested.

Gabe laughed and drifted away, pausing to film a potter’s hands slicing clay with wire, a toddler doing battle with a churro, a dog that radiated tax-evading charm. Sahana adjusted a pendant that had turned shy, then remembered to breathe from somewhere lower than her throat.

Her first sale arrived with cold fingers and a fox-eared hat: a woman who tried on a ring and asked if the stone had a story. “Moonstone,” Sahana said, warming to the script she loved. “It tends to catch light you didn’t plan on. Soft, but not fragile if you treat it right.” The woman paid, held her hand up to the lights like a kid showing off a cast, and moved on.

A few minutes later, Sahana’s mother squeezed between the tables with a reusable grocery bag and a smile that contained caffeine and complicated theories about her daughter’s future. “I brought samosas,” she announced, depositing paper-wrapped triangles under the table. She kissed Dada’s cheek, then Sahana’s hairline. “How’s business?”

“Waking up,” Sahana said.

Her mother pulled a brochure from her tote and tried to make it casual. *Pre-Med Day at State University.* Students in white coats smiled like extras. “Just a reminder. Next weekend. We can go. There’s a session on clinical exposure and—”

“We can talk about it,” Sahana said. She kept her voice even and her eyes on a pair of earrings that needed rotating, like a pilot tending gauges. “After the market.”

Dada plucked the brochure with two fingers and slid it back into the tote like a magician returning a misplaced card. “Tea first,” he decreed. “Career later.”

“You two are a conspiracy,” Sahana’s mother said, but her mouth softened. She handed Dada a samosa and passed Sahana one like a secret. “Don’t forget to eat. And don’t sell that one too cheap,” she added, pointing at the scatter-set pendant peeking from the velvet. “It looks like real work.”

“It is,” Sahana said before she could help herself.

Across the aisle, music finally found a groove. People clustered. A teenage couple argued amicably over which mug felt more like soup. A little kid’s mittened hand landed squarely on Sahana’s display, and she slid a smooth pebble across for the kid to clutch instead. Her hands remembered how to be both gentle and brisk—adjust, wipe, smile, explain.

Gabe reappeared when the first wave thinned, camera lowered like a polite person lowering their voice. “Still okay to film?” he asked.

“From there,” she said, pointing to a spot where he wouldn’t trip anyone or catch a stray face without consent. He crouched, rolled slow footage as her fingers tied a length of raffia into a bow, caught the way her thumb soothed the edge of a hammered arc, the tiny puff of breath she used to chase a fingerprint off a stone. He didn’t direct. He witnessed.

“Your joins are clean,” Dada murmured to Sahana in Gujarati, something like approval disguised as observation. “Your stones sit. Your file respects the edge.”

She felt the words land in her chest with the exact weight they deserved.

“Hey folks!” The voice at the end of the row boomed and bounced. Mr. Munroe from Parks & Rec had his microphone and his whole personality. “Thanks for coming out! Before we do the fireworks test—legally two fireworks!—we’ve got an announcement. The Riverbend Lantern & Fireworks Festival is in two weeks at Riverside Park. Lantern walk, music, food, the works. And—drumroll for the teens—applications are now open for the Teen Spark Grant. Up to a thousand dollars to fund a project you can show at the festival!”

The crowd did that ripple people do when opportunity is mentioned in the same breath as money: hush, then hum.

“You can be a poet, potter, painter, programmer,” Munroe continued. “Metallurgist—” he shot a wink in their direction that hit three other booths first “—filmmaker, dancer, whatever you dream up. Scan the QR codes posted around the market. Deadline is next Friday at midnight. Show us how Riverbend glows!”

Gabe’s head tilted, and Sahana could practically see the scene list forming behind his eyes. “Seven-minute short,” he murmured, half to her, half to himself. “How We Carry Light. Lanterns, hands, a shoe repair guy I met by the bridge, your torch flame if you’ll let me. The band. That old couple who slow-dance near the churro stand.”

“You and your lens,” Sahana said, but it came out fond.

“You and your fire,” he shot back.

Her mother handed Dada the QR code flyer like it might offend someone if it sat on the table. “It could be good for you,” she told Sahana carefully. “If you want it.”

“I do,” Sahana said, surprised to hear the certainty out loud. The idea she’d kept in her hoodie pocket for weeks—a pendant that holds a scatter of light without caging it—started changing from a sketch to a plan. Materials list. Hours in the garage. Rehearsals at the bench until her hands learned the new steps.

Gabe’s camera hung against his chest. “You applying?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, and smiled. “You?”

“Definitely,” he said. “I want to catch that moment when a lantern figures out how to be a lantern. And the faces watching it—” He caught himself. “The hands releasing it,” he amended, honoring her boundary.

“Good modification,” she said.

“May I steal one sentence from you?” he asked after
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