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When Our Friendship Lit the Sky
About the Author  
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SankulaHub is a storytelling studio devoted to slow, tender, emotionally honest romance. Every book is written to feel like curling up with a late-night conversation that somehow says exactly what your heart has been trying to put into words. With a focus on everyday people, real-life dilemmas, and love that grows in the quiet spaces between, SankulaHub’s stories are designed for readers who want depth over drama and connection over clichés.

From small apartments and office corridors to rooftop skies and midnight buses, each setting is chosen to feel lived-in and real, like a place you might have passed through yourself. The characters are flawed, kind, stubborn, and hopeful in the same breath—learning to ask for what they need, to apologise properly, and to stay when everything in them wants to run.

SankulaHub believes romance should leave readers a little softer, not more cynical. Every novel closes its final page with three quiet promises: that love can be gentle even when life is not, that friendship is the first language of lasting love, and that ordinary people deserve extraordinary endings too.
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Dedication
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For everyone who looked up at the night sky, wished quietly, and then pretended it was nothing.
And for the friend who stayed long enough to see what that wish really meant.
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Cast Snapshot – Meet the Hearts Behind the Story
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Riley Sutton thinks she has made peace with “almost.” Almost brave enough to move cities, almost confident enough to submit her light installations to galleries, almost ready to leave the safe little orbit of the neighbourhood she grew up in. By day she manages logistics for a community arts centre in Harborview, a coastal US city that glows with more neon signs than starlight. By night she builds small universes out of fairy lights and glass jars on her apartment balcony, convinced that real artists are always someone else. Riley laughs too loudly when she is nervous, apologises too quickly when she is hurt, and has spent years telling herself that the warmth in her chest when she looks at Noah is just gratitude.

Noah Ellis is the boy from the third-floor apartment who turned into the man who knows how Riley takes her coffee, how she folds her fears in jokes, and exactly which songs she plays when she cannot sleep. He works as a lighting designer for local concerts and theatre productions, spending his evenings coaxing moods out of beams and shadows. Noah is steady where Riley is scattered, quietly ambitious where she is quietly afraid. He has loved two constants for as long as he can remember: the way city lights reflect on rain and the way Riley unconsciously leans towards him whenever thunder shakes the windows. To him, friendship has always been the safest way to stay close without risking everything—but lately, the distance between “friend” and “something else” feels thinner than a filament.

Jade Morales is Riley’s colleague at the arts centre and her unofficial big sister in all things bold. A muralist with paint always on her wrists, Jade has a habit of shoving Riley toward opportunities she is about to talk herself out of. She believes in messy, visible, unapologetic lives and has zero patience for “what if” when it comes to love. Jade sees the way Noah looks at Riley and considers it her personal mission to make sure both of them stop pretending the sky isn’t on fire.

Theo Park is Noah’s closest friend from the world backstage—a sound engineer who travels with touring bands but always seems to land back in Harborview at the exact moment Noah needs honesty. Theo is easy going, perceptive, and more romantic than he admits. Where Jade nudges Riley, Theo needles Noah, asking the questions he avoids and reminding him that staying silent is also a kind of choice.

Maggie Clarke is Riley’s mother, a nurse who has spent most of her life giving comfort in fluorescent hospital corridors. She raised Riley on stories of her own small, brave decisions—changing career paths, leaving home young, choosing to stay in Harborview when life pulled her in too many directions. Maggie sees more than she says, but her quiet advice and unexpected visits become a compass when Riley feels her life tilting between old safety and new possibility.

These are the people whose lives and choices collide under the same strip of city sky, where one friendship has been burning quietly for years, waiting for the night it finally lights everything else.
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Introduction – The Night the Sky Flickered
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The first time the sky really changed something between them, it did not involve stars at all. It was a power cut. The one that turned the whole of Harborview into a dark, humming question mark and made Riley Sutton realise just how much of her world was strung around one particular doorway on the third floor.

She had been halfway through assembling a small constellation of fairy lights on her balcony railing, fingers cold from the evening wind, when everything suddenly went silent. The low buzz of the fridge, the building’s old elevator, the steady hum of the city outside—all cut in the same second. The lights in her apartment blinked once, then surrendered, and the string of fairy lights in her hands died in a dull little sigh.

For a second, Riley just stood there, her breath loud in the sudden hush, heart rate spiking with the instinctive panic that came from childhood nights when storms knocked out the power. She listened. Somewhere down the street, a car alarm stuttered awake and then fell quiet again. In another building, someone cheered as if darkness were a match. In hers, doors opened, voices rose, footsteps shuffled into the hallway.

Riley’s first thought was not about the food in her freezer or the emails she had been drafting. It was a tiny, involuntary flicker: Noah.

It was always Noah in moments like these. The night the pipes burst and her kitchen flooded. The time her radiator made a noise that sounded like a dying animal. In the evening she locked herself in mismatched socks. Noah had been the one standing in her doorway then, toolbox in hand or spare key in his pocket, shrugging as if it were the most natural thing in the world to show up every single time she wobbled.

Now, in the dim outline of her living room, Riley traced the familiar path from balcony to front door and followed it without thinking. She grabbed her phone, saw the black screen and the tiny battery icon with no signal, and felt a laugh rise in her throat. Of course. Tonight the universe had decided on full inconvenience.

The hallway was a soft tunnel of emergency lighting, casting everything in a washed-out grey. Neighbours peered through their doors, trading speculations and complaints. Someone had already started a conversation about the city council and old wiring. Down the corridor, Mrs. Han from 3B was handing out battery-operated candles like it was a prepared ritual.

And there, leaning against his doorway at 3F, was Noah Ellis. One hand rested above his head on the doorframe, the other held a small flashlight that painted an uneven circle on the floor between them. He was wearing an old band T-shirt and joggers, hair still damp from a shower, looking more like the boy who had helped her move in years ago than the man who now lit entire stages for other people’s stories.

“There you are,” he said, as if he had been waiting specifically for her to appear out of the shadows. “You okay?”

Riley’s body relaxed on a breath she hadn’t noticed she was holding. It was always like this—her nervous systems recognised him a fraction of a second before her mind did.

“Yeah,” she said, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Just had my big romantic balcony-light moment rudely interrupted. I was about to create art, Noah. Historic art. People would have written sonnets.”

“In that old hoodie?” he asked, mouth quivering. “Tragic you were robbed of your debut.”

She rolled her eyes, warmth sliding in under her ribs. The hallway felt less like a corridor and more like a familiar stage suddenly occupied by its two main players, with everyone else blurred into the background.

“Any idea how long this is going to last?” she asked, lowering her voice a little as Mrs. Han shuffled past them. “I have a deadline tomorrow, and my laptop battery is already in the ‘you’ve made terrible life choices’ zone.”

“Half the neighbourhood’s out,” Noah said. “I checked the grid map before the signal disappeared. Could be a while.” Its calm delivery was so typical of him that Riley felt some of her own anxiety untangle, like wires slowly being sorted back into place. “I was going to come knock on your door if you didn’t show up in the next five minutes.”

“You assume a lot,” she said, but there was no real protest in it. He always assumed she would come find him, and the truth was she always did.

He shifted his flashlight between his hands, the beam sliding briefly up the wall and then back to the floor. “Come over,” he said. “I’ve got a couple of battery lanterns and a gas stove. We can reheat that leftover pasta from last night, and pretend the city has finally decided to give us a break from screens.” He hesitated, just a fraction. “And, you know, it’s easier to be annoyed at the dark if you have someone to complain to.”

The invitation landed in the space between them like something so ordinary it almost felt sacred. This was what their friendship was built on—small, unremarkable choices to be in the same room when the world got inconvenient.

Riley glanced back towards her apartment, where she knew the half-finished light installation sat on the balcony like a tiny, abandoned galaxy. Then she looked at Noah, at the steady way he watched her, and felt that familiar tug in her chest.

“Only if I get to light at least one candle in your place,” she said. “If I’m losing my balcony aesthetic, I’m taking over your coffee table.”

“Deal,” he said, already stepping aside to make room for her to pass.

Inside Noah’s apartment, the darkness felt softer. Two lanterns sat on the kitchen counter, casting warm circles that left the corners of the room in shadow. The city outside the window was a silhouette of itself, a jagged line of rooftops against a deep, clouded sky. Without the usual neon and window-glow, Harborview looked almost unfamiliar, like a sketch of somewhere else.

Riley set a small candle in the centre of the coffee table and struck a match. The flame flared bright and then steadied, reflected in Noah’s eyes as he watched.

“Look at us,” he said quietly. “Creating ambience like professionals.”

“You’re a lighting designer,” she reminded him. “This is literally your job.”

“Yeah, but you’re the one who makes it feel like something,” he replied, so simply that she forgot, for a heartbeat, how to ignore sentences like that.

They ate lukewarm pasta from mismatched bowls, knees almost touching on the couch. Outside, a few people had gathered in the courtyard with flashlights, their laughter floating up through the open window. Somewhere, a dog barked, then decided even that was too much effort in the dark and fell silent again.

As the night settled, their conversation loosened, sliding from complaining about the power company to talking about the show Noah was designing next week, about the community exhibition Riley was too nervous to submit her latest piece to.

“Show me,” he said eventually, when she mentioned the balcony installation. “Tomorrow, when everything stops pretending it’s the end of the world. I want to see how you were planning to outshine Harborview.”

“It’s not finished,” she protested. “It’s just jars and wires right now.”

“So?” he asked. “You know finished is overrated. The best part is when you’re still figuring out how to make something glow.”

The words landed deeper than he intended. Riley stared at the flickering candle, at the tiny dance of light on the rim of the glass, and wondered, not for the first time, if he knew how much of her he was describing by accident.

Outside, the sky remained cloud-thick and starless, an unbroken sheet of dark. But sitting there beside him, listening to their voices braid together in the quiet, Riley felt something else entirely. It was not thunder or fireworks or the dramatic rush of a movie soundtrack. It was a slow, steady brightening, like the moment when lights in a theatre dim and every person leans forward, ready.

She did not call it love. Not yet. She called it safety, comfort, the relief of not having to explain herself. She called it, privately, the way-of-things, the natural order of her small universe: Riley and Noah; third floor; always there.

Later, when the power finally surged back and lamps blinked awake across Harborview, she would look back at this night and understand why something shifted in the silence. How the absence of light had made room for a different kind of brightness.

For now, though, it was just the two of them and a single candle between their knees, the beginnings of a story neither of them had found the courage to name.
And outside the window, a dark sky waited patiently, as if it knew the day would come when their friendship would finally, irrevocably, light it.
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Chapter One – After the Dark
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Morning arrived in pieces. Not in a grand, cinematic sweep of light over the city, but in fragments—first the thin grey that slid around Riley’s curtain edges, then the small noises of the building coming back to itself. Pipes rushing, someone somewhere dropping something heavy, the distant whir of the elevator finally behaving again. For a few disorienting seconds, Riley lay still and listened, letting her brain sort the night into stacks of memory. The power cut. The hall. Candles on Noah’s coffee table. His shoulder, warm and steady, just close enough that if she had leaned a little further, her arm would have brushed his.

Her phone, which had been a paperweight the night before, now vibrated against the bedside table in a series of impatient buzzes. She reached for it, blinking at the screen. Notifications flooded in like an overdue tide—group chats catching up on the blackout, emails re-sent, calendar alerts stubbornly insisting on being relevant. One from the Harbour Arts Community Centre sat at the top, flagged, the subject line all capital letters: “LIGHT THE SKY FESTIVAL – URGENT PROPOSAL CALL.”

She opened it, thumb hovering over the scroll as sleepy fog shifted into something sharper. The director’s cheerful tone bounced off the screen. The city was partnering with the arts centre and a couple of other organisations for a new annual event, a late-summer celebration that would turn Harborview’s waterfront into an open-air gallery of light. Projection art, installations, interactive pieces, pop-up performances—the works. Funding had been approved faster than anyone expected; now they needed proposals. Innovative. Community-driven. Visually striking enough to attract visitors from neighbouring cities.

The email ended with a line that made her stomach tighten. “Riley, I’d especially love for you to lead on a major installation, given your work with the ‘Little Universes’ balcony project. Let’s talk today.”

Riley let the phone fall gently onto the blanket and stared at the ceiling. Little Universes. She had called it that in a casual conversation with Jade, never intending it to become a capitalised, quoted project title. It was just what she did when she could not sleep: glass jars, re-purposed bulbs, tiny sequences of fairy lights arranged until they felt like bottled skies. Somehow, photos had ended up on the centre’s social feeds, people had left kind comments, and the director had decided that made Riley an “installation artist.”

She pulled the duvet over her head for a moment, letting herself hide in the warm dark. Lead a major installation. The words felt too big in her mouth, like something she could choke on.

A knock on her door cut neatly through the spiral starting in her chest. It was a familiar pattern—three quick taps, a pause, then one lighter one. Riley pushed the covers down and sat up, heart already recognising what her ears had. Noah.

“Morning, Sutton,” he called through the woods. “The building still stands, in case you were worried.”

She swung her legs out of bed, fingers trying to tame her hair into something that didn’t scream. I was just buried under blankets hiding from my responsibilities. She grabbed the first hoodie hanging on the back of the chair, tugged it over her tank top, and padded barefoot to the door.

When she opened it, the hallway light framed him in that way that always made something low in her chest tilt. Noah stood there with two coffee cups in a cardboard holder, a folded paper bag balanced on top. His hair was still damp, curling slightly at the ends, and he smelled faintly of soap and the roasted coffee he carried.

“Peace offering,” he said, handing her one cup. “For the universe rudely interrupting your historic art debut last night.”

“You have a lot of faith in my balcony,” she murmured, wrapping her fingers around the warmth and stepping aside so he could come in. “Also, good morning.”

“Good morning,” he echoed, nudging the door closed with his foot. He put the paper bag down on her couch, where her sketchbooks and a crumpled throw pillow sat in their usual soft chaos. “I brought muffins before Jade staged a hunger intervention at the centre.”

At the mention of Jade, Riley’s gaze flicked involuntarily to her phone on the coffee table. The email notification seemed louder just by being thought about. Noah noticed the way her eyes darted and followed the trail, his brow creasing.

“What’s up?” he asked. “You look like your inbox just personally offended you.”

“It kind of did,” she sighed, sinking onto the edge of the armchair and tucking one foot under herself. “The centre sent a mass mail about some city thing. ‘Light the Sky Festival.’ Big partnership, big event, big... expectations.” She gestured vaguely. “And then there’s this special note at the bottom, from our fearless director, asking me to ‘lead a major installation’.”

Noah did not laugh, as some people might have. He set his own coffee down, then perched on the armrest of the couch opposite her, giving her his full attention in that way he had, like nothing else existed for those minutes.

“That’s great,” he said simply. “They’re finally seeing what you do as more than just ‘cute balcony stuff’.”

Riley made a face, simultaneously flattered and horrified. “You make it sound like I have my life together. It’s jars and fairy lights, Noah. It’s me avoiding sleep with tiny worlds.”

“Exactly,” he said. “You make tiny worlds out of whatever you touch. Imagine what you could do with an actual brief and a budget.” He tilted his head, studying her. “What’s the part that’s scaring you? The ‘lead’ bit? The ‘major’ bit? Or the ‘installation’ bit?”

“Pick one,” she muttered, taking a long swallow of coffee. The warmth slid down her throat, calming and steadying. “I don’t know. All of it. My brain immediately goes to what happens if I mess it up. If it looks small or silly next to everything else. If people stand in front of it and go ‘cute’ in that tone that means they don’t actually feel anything.”

Noah’s expression softened, the kind of look he reserved for when she stopped joking long enough to admit fear. “Riley, the last time you showed me something you were scared of sharing, I stood on your balcony for fifteen minutes and forgot to blink,” he said quietly. “If other people don’t see it, that’s on them. Not on the work and definitely not on you.”

She lowered her gaze, watching a drop of condensation slide down the side of her coffee cup. Compliments from strangers were easy to deflect. Compliments from Noah felt like someone had opened a door inside her she did not remember installing.

“Besides,” he added, nudging the muffin bag towards her. “Who says you’re doing this alone? You know a guy who is very good at making light go where it’s supposed to.”

She looked up at him. The way he said it—steady, uncomplicated—sent a tiny, grateful ache through her. “You’d help?”

He snorted softly. “I would be offended if you didn’t ask.” Then, as if the thought had just formed and was too good not to speak, he went on. “We could build something that actually lives up to that email subject line. Something that literally lights the sky. Not just on the ground, not just around people, but above them. Something people look up at and feel like the city is looking back.”

Riley’s mind, which had been stuck on a loop of I can’t, suddenly flickered through a series of images: strings of warm-white bulbs stretching from the old waterfront warehouses to the edge of the pier, mirrored panels catching glimmers of harbour water, soft pulses of colour moving like breathing. Above them all, maybe, a suspended plane of light—thin, fragile, bright—mapping out a pattern that meant something only up close. Wishes. Memories. Names.

She caught herself leaning forward, the coffee almost spilling over her fingers. “I don’t even know if we’d be allowed to rig anything that high,” she said, the practical part of her brain scrambling to catch up with the creative part that had sprinted ahead. “Permits are a nightmare. And cost. And the weather. And...”

“And that’s what I’m for,” Noah said, cutting off the spiral gently. “Let me worry about rigging and permits and making sure nothing electrocutes anyone. You get to dream too big, and we’ll trim it down only where physics forces us to.”

The way he framed it—like it was a given they would be a team—made something inside her settle. For seconds at a time, the fear receded and she could glimpse the shape of the idea underneath.

She exhaled. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll meet with the director, pretend I’m the kind of person who knows what she’s doing, and say I’m... considering it. Does that make you happy?”

He smiled, slow and genuine. “It makes me hopeful,” he replied. “Which is, coincidentally, my favourite feeling when it comes to you.”

Heat climbed up the back of her neck at that, and she busied herself with unwrapping a muffin. “You’re very sentimental for someone who pretends to only care about technical specs,” she muttered, taking a bite.

“You’re very terrified for someone who builds galaxies out of discount-store lights,” he countered gently.

They ate in companionable silence for a moment, the comfortable kind built over years of knowing when to talk and when to let the other person think. The city noise outside grew gradually louder as the rest of Harborview woke up, cars moving along wet streets, distant horns, a dog barking at nothing and being answered by another.

Riley finished her coffee, felt the caffeine begin to soften the edges of her exhaustion, and looked at the clock on the wall. “I should go,” she said, standing reluctantly. “If I’m going to fake being decisive at a meeting, I should at least not be late.”

“I’ll walk you,” Noah said, already reaching for his jacket. It was another small thing that had become routine without either of them naming it. He walked her the six blocks to the arts centre most mornings when he wasn’t heading straight to a venue. Some days they talked the whole way; some days they moved in near-silence, sharing a headphone each. Either way, it felt like a transition space—between home and work, between the selves they showed strangers and the selves they only showed each other.

On the street, puddles from the previous night’s interrupted rain reflected strips of blue and faded billboard colours. The power cut had left its mark—some traffic lights still blinked in confused patterns, store owners stood in doorways comparing notes on spoiled stock, a utility truck took up half a lane with its hazard lights winking.

As they walked, Riley filled Noah in on the details of the festival email. He listened, occasionally asking questions that pushed her to clarify what she actually wanted instead of what she thought she was allowed to want.

“Okay, so,” he said as they waited at a crossing. “What if you didn’t start from permits or budget. What if, just for five minutes, you started from the version that scares you because it matters too much?”

She hesitated. Old habits—a lifetime of cutting herself down to manageable size—kicked in. But his gaze was steady and patient, and something about the morning air, cool and carrying the harbour’s salt, felt like permission.

“I keep thinking about how people in this city never look up,” she said after a beat. “We’re all so used to screens and storefronts and the pavement in front of our feet. The sky is just... background. A thing you only notice if the weather is dramatic enough. I want to build something that interrupts that. That makes them stop mid-step and actually tilt their heads.”

“Good,” he said quietly. “Go on.”

“And,” she continued, feeling words tumble out now that they had started, “I don’t want it to just be pretty. I want it to feel like the city is holding everyone’s small, private wishes at once. Like you’re standing under other people’s secret hopes and knowing they’re standing under yours too, even if you never meet.”

They started walking again, and she saw, from the corner of her eye, the way his mouth softened. “You want to map the invisible,” he said, almost to himself.

“Something like that,” she admitted. “I was thinking... interactive in a simple way. People write down a one-sentence wish or memory or ‘thank you’ on a card. We turn those into light points. Not in a literal ‘your words appear in lights’ way—that’s tacky. More like... each one translates into part of a pattern overhead. So when you look up, you’re seeing a sky made out of everyone’s small truths.”

Noah was quiet for a moment, and Riley panicked briefly that she had gone too far, that it sounded like a teenager’s diary entry. But when he spoke, his voice was low and already moving through logistics.

“We’d need a framework,” he mused. “Something light but strong. Suspended over the waterfront, anchored to existing structures. Maybe thin metal cables forming a grid. Each point could hold a small, programmable LED. If we numbered the cards and mapped them to coordinates, we could literally turn people’s wishes into a sky.”

“‘Literally sky,’” she joked weakly, and he rolled his eyes.

“Terrible,” he said. “But yes, literally. And we could use subtle transitions, nothing too flashy. Slow ripples of brightness every time a new cluster is added. Like breathing.”

As he spoke, the idea became less like an impossible dream and more like plans sketched on napkins—tangible, if still fragile. Riley felt her chest expand with a mix of fear and exhilaration. This was what it was like when they built something together, she realised. Her thoughts came in colours and feelings; his arrived in structures and systems. And somewhere in the overlap, things that should not have worked began to breathe.

They reached the steps of the Harbour Arts Community Centre sooner than she wanted. The red-brick building stood with its familiar chipped paint and banners advertising upcoming workshops, looking, as always, a little tired and a little hopeful.

“Text me after you survive the director,” Noah said, hands in his pockets now against the breeze. “If you want, I can stop by later and we can start sketching. Or just complain about bureaucracy. Both are noble pursuits.”

“Don’t you have a tech rehearsal today?” she asked, glancing at the time again.

“Tonight,” he said. “Small show. I told Theo I’d be there after seven. Until then, I’m officially yours to exploit for free labour.”

The word “yours” did a small, complicated thing inside her. She tried to ignore it, nodding instead. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll let you know how badly I embarrass myself.”

He retreated to the sidewalk, then paused. “Hey, Riley?”

She turned on the top step, the morning light catching the faint shadow of stubble along his jaw, the soft lines under his eyes from a late night.

“You’re not an almost,” he said, unexpected seriousness threading through his tone. “Not with this. Not with anything that matters. Remember that when they start talking about budgets and timelines, okay?”

It was such a plainly spoken sentence, without decoration or apology, that it lodged itself in the same mental folder as the blackout and the candle—the one she would replay later when the day felt too loud.

“I’ll try,” she said, voice softer than she intended.

He nodded once, as if sealing a promise, then turned and walked away, hands shoved deep into his jacket pockets. Riley watched him for a moment, his figure shrinking into the flow of pedestrians, then exhaled and pushed open the arts centre door.

Inside, Jade was already in full color, literally. She stood near the reception desk with paint on her forearm, talking animatedly to one of the volunteers about a new mural, her curls pulled into a messy knot on top of her head. She spotted Riley the second she stepped in.

“There she is,” Jade declared, pointing dramatically. “Harborview’s very own secret light witch.”

“Please don’t call me that in front of the director,” Riley muttered, dropping her bag behind the desk.

“I’ll call you whatever gets you commissioned,” Jade said airily. “You got the email? Big festival, big money, big chance for me to brag that my friend is the brain behind the pretty thing.”

Riley groaned, rubbing her temples. “Why is nobody appropriately terrified on my behalf?”

“Because we’ve all seen your balcony,” Jade shot back. Then she bumped her shoulder against Riley’s. “Go and dazzle Old Man Everett with words. I’ve already told him you’re brilliant and humble and in desperate need of funds for your ‘tiny universe jars’.”

“You did not,” Riley said, horrified.

“I might have embellished slightly,” Jade admitted. “Now move. He’s in his office, and he asked for you ten minutes ago. I covered for you by saying the blackout gave you existential angst.”

“That is not entirely false,” Riley muttered.

She made her way down the corridor, the familiar smell of paint, coffee, and photocopy toner wrapping around her like a second skin. Each step toward the director’s office felt like walking toward a cliff edge with a beautiful view and a questionable safety rail.

The meeting went, to her surprise, less terribly than anticipated. Everett Everett—whose parents had indeed thought naming him twice was funny and who, fortunately, had grown a sense of humour about it—listened with an attentiveness that made her feel less like a nervous fraud and more like a collaborator.

She described the bones of the idea, careful, at first, not to sound too abstract. A suspended field of light above the waterfront. Community participation through written wishes. A slow-shifting pattern that made people look up. He asked practical questions about safety and access, which she answered as best she could and freely admitted where she did not know.

“And you have someone who can assist with the technical side?” he asked at one point, peering over his glasses.

“Yes,” she said without hesitation. “Noah Ellis. He’s a lighting designer. We’ve worked together on smaller projects.”

Everett nodded, scribbling the name onto his pad. “Good. We’ll need a solid technical plan to convince the city about liability, but from an artistic standpoint...” He sat back, tapping his pen against his chin. “I like it, Riley. I like that it centres the people who live here, not just the tourists. Write it up. Give me sketches, a rough budget, and a timeline by the end of next week.”

Next week. The words pressed down on her like an extra layer of air. She agreed, because she could not imagine saying no at that moment, and left the office with her heart beating high in her throat.

The rest of the day blurred into the usual tasks—emails, supply orders, a last-minute schedule change for a kids’ art class, a conversation with a local musician about stage setup—but everything she did felt slightly out of focus, like a camera stuck between zoom levels. Every so often, her mind floated back to the suspended field of light, to the thought of hundreds of small, private truths turned into something you could stand under.

By the time she stepped out of the centre in the early evening, the sky was a soft, hazy blue deepening at the edges. The blackout was over, but some storefronts still had candles flickering in the windows, as if they had decided the softer glow suited them. Riley pulled her jacket closer around herself and headed home, the day’s conversations rearranging themselves into a story she wasn’t sure how to tell yet.

Noah wasn’t in the hallway when she reached the third floor, which made sense; it was close to the time he’d said he would be at the venue. His door was shut, the faintest strip of light visible at the bottom. For a moment, she found herself pausing outside it anyway, key in hand, an old reflex tugging at her. There had been countless evenings when she had knocked just to share some small irritation or stupid meme or odd thought. Tonight, her mind was too full and too fragile. She was afraid that if she started talking, she would not be able to stop.

Inside her own apartment, the half-finished balcony installation sat where she had left it—a cluster of jars, wires, and fairy lights like a paused thought. She slipped off her shoes, dropped her bag on the chair, and moved toward it almost automatically, like gravity had shifted.

Outside, the city was easing into the night. The harbour, visible in the distance, caught the last streaks of colour and held them on its surface. Streetlights blinked on in staggered lines, and somewhere a siren wailed briefly before fading.

Riley stepped onto the balcony, the air cool against her skin. She plugged in the string of lights. One by one, the jars bloomed with soft gold, casting small circles on the floor, on her hands, on the railing. She watched them, something in her unclenching.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she pulled her phone from her pocket and opened her messages. Her thumb hovered for a second over Noah’s name, then tapped.

The cursor blinked in the empty text field. She could have typed something simple: Meeting went okay. We have a week. Help. Instead, she found herself writing a sentence that had surprised her as much as anything else that day.

“If we could actually map people’s wishes into the sky,” she typed slowly, “what would yours look like?”

She stared at the words for a long moment, then hit send before she could edit it into something safer. The message went through, a little blue tick appearing below it. Somewhere across town, backstage or in a dim venue corridor, his phone would buzz.

Riley leaned against the railing, watching the jars glow. Everything about the day felt precarious and enormous—like standing at the base of a tall, unfamiliar ladder with no idea what the view would be from the top. Fear and anticipation twisted together in her chest, indistinguishable.

Her phone buzzed. She looked down.

“One long line,” Noah had replied. “From your balcony to every place you’re too scared to go yet. And another from wherever I am here.”

Her throat tightened. She typed back, fingers clumsy.

“Very poetic, Ellis. Are you practicing for when the festival hires you as the official feelings consultant?”

The typing dots appeared almost immediately.

“Feelings consultant,” he wrote. “Finally, a job title that fits. Sketch with you tomorrow? I’m free from late morning.”

She took a breath that felt like it had been stuck in her ribs all afternoon.

“Yeah,” she replied. “Tomorrow. We’ll try to figure out how to make the sky hold everyone’s secrets without dropping any.”

She set the phone down and looked up. The real sky above Harborview was still hazy, only the brightest stars visible through the city’s glow. But for the first time in a long time, she did not see it as distant and indifferent. She saw it as a canvas waiting to be claimed, a place where her small, scared ideas might finally stretch out and take up space.

And somewhere just beneath that, quieter and more dangerous, another realization flickered to life: that every wish she had ever made silently under any sky had somehow bent itself toward the same point. Not career, not money, not even the vague hope of being “enough.”

Him.

She wasn’t ready to name it yet. But she could feel it, steady and patient, like a light turned low but never fully off.
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Chapter Two – Lines in the Air

[image: ]


By late morning, Riley’s apartment looked less like a place a functioning adult lived in and more like the inside of someone’s overactive brain. Papers sprawled across the dining table in loose, overlapping sheets. Some were filled with dense notes from the meeting with Everett; others were wild, half-formed sketches of cables and grids and human silhouettes standing under imagined light. Her laptop sat open but mostly ignored at one end, a blank document waiting for a proposal that felt too large to confine to bullet points and headings.

She had tried, earlier, to be methodical. She had opened a new file titled “Light the Sky – Draft One” and typed out all the sensible things: project objectives, community engagement rationale, anticipated audience size. But the moment she reached the section marked “Artistic Vision,” her fingers had stalled. Words felt clumsy when the thing in her chest was a shape, a colour, a feeling. So she had done what she always did when language failed her. She turned to paper and started drawing.

Now, as the late-morning light moved slowly across the floor, she stood barefoot at the table, pencil caught between her fingers, the faint ghost of an eraser smudge on the heel of her hand. On one sheet she had sketched the waterfront as it currently was—a long stretch of paved walkway hugging the harbour, a line of old warehouses converted into galleries and cafés, the occasional bench leaning toward the water. On another, she had drawn the same space with the installation hovering above it, just lines and dots and scribbles, but something in the second sketch made her heart tighten.

She was so focused she almost missed knocking on the door. This time it was less like the familiar rhythm of Noah and more like a gentler, polite tap. Jade, then, or possibly someone from the building with a parcel. Riley wiped her hand absently on her shorts and went to open it.

To her surprise, it was Noah after all, holding a long cardboard tube under one arm and balancing a folded tripod on the other. A messenger bag hung across his chest, the strap cutting a diagonal line over his T-shirt. There was a streak of something that looked suspiciously like gaffer tape residue on his forearm, and his hair was pushed back in the way it always was when he had been deep in work.

“You brought props,” she said, stepping aside. “Should I be worried?”

“We are professionals,” he announced, as if this explained everything. “Professionals bring props.” He entered, taking the state of the table with a low whistle. “Wow. The inside of your head is really committed to this.”

Riley glanced over her shoulder at the sketches, suddenly self-conscious. “It’s just me trying to make the word ‘immersive’ mean something other than ‘we threw lights on a wall and called it a day’,” she muttered.

Noah set the tube and tripod down carefully, then moved closer to the table, resting his palms on the edge as he studied her drawings. She watched him watch her work, always a slightly terrifying experience. He had a way of looking that made things feel more real, like his gaze was an extra weight that anchored them.

“I like this,” he said after a moment, tapping a finger lightly at the sketched outlines of people. “The scale. The way it looks like the lights are just low enough to feel reachable but high enough to feel like something larger than them. It makes people part of the piece, not just viewers. Did you intend that?”

“Yes,” she said, then hesitated. “And no. I mean, I don’t know if I thought it in those exact words. I just kept thinking about how it feels uncomfortable to look up for too long. Vulnerable. You expose your throat, your balance. I want the installation to ask people to do that anyway, to trust that they won’t fall over while they’re doing it.”

He smiled a little, that soft, sideways thing he did when she stumbled onto something that clearly delighted him. “You realise you just described half of what makes good lighting design work,” he said quietly. “Making people adjust without feeling unsafe.”

She rolled her eyes to cover how much the compliment warmed her. “I thought your job was just making sure the lead singer’s cheekbones were properly highlighted,” she said.

“Rude,” he replied. “We also care about their dramatic hair flips.”

He straightened and reached for the cardboard tube, popping off the plastic cap. “I brought some venue plans from an old waterfront festival I worked on,” he explained as he slid rolled-up sheets onto the table. “Different city, but similar problem—outdoor space, cables, how not to anger whoever is in charge of health and safety.”

As he unfurled the plans, the sketch chaos on the table found itself nudged into some semblance of order. Noah’s diagrams were precise, the lines clean and measured, the notes in the margins written in his neat, narrow handwriting. Riley placed her own sketches beside them, inhaling the faint smell of ink and paper that still reminded her of the night she first met him.

It had been three years earlier, in this very building, on an evening when the arts centre had tried to host a “fundraising concert” in a space absolutely not designed for concerts. The sound system had been temperamental, the lighting equipment older than most of the performers, and Riley had been running around trying to stop the fire alarm from being set off by fog machines. She had been standing on a chair, arm stretched up toward a stubborn ceiling fixture, when she heard someone below her say, “That rig is going to try and kill you if you keep standing like that.”

She had looked down, slightly offended, to see a man she did not recognise holding a coil of cable and an expression of amused concern. He had reached up, steadying the back of the chair with one hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world to make sure a stranger didn’t crack her skull open on the arts centre floor.

“Do you always insult women from below ladders?” she had asked.

“Only when the ladder is clearly a health hazard,” he replied. “And only when no one else in this building seems to care that the dimmer pack is wired like a dare.”

They had argued for ten minutes over the safest way to rehang a set of makeshift lanterns, then worked together for three hours without really noticing time passing. By the end of the night, she had learned that his name was Noah, that he had a habit of humming under his breath while troubleshooting, and that he believed every room looked better with one less fluorescent bulb in it.

Now, watching him spread out plans on her table, Riley felt that memory thread itself quietly into the present. The familiarity of his movements, the easy way they aligned around a project—it all felt inevitable in a way that was both comforting and terrifying.

“Okay,” he said, dragging a fresh sheet of paper into the centre. “Let’s pretend this rectangle is the Harborview waterfront. Scale-ish. The warehouses here, the railings here, the water there.” He sketched quickly, lines flowing. “Where do you see people entering the installation?”

Riley leaned in, their shoulders brushing. The contact sent a tiny, unexpected spike of awareness up her spine, and she shifted half an inch purely so she would not become too conscious of it. “There are two main access points,” she said, pointing. “Near the old clock tower and at the end of the pier. Most people drift along here in the evenings.”

“Then we need to catch them before they decide to keep walking,” Noah murmured. “Something that signals ‘this isn’t just more street lamps.’ Maybe a low archway of light to mark the threshold. Not too literal. Just enough of a shift that they feel like they’ve stepped into something.”

She nodded slowly. “The arch could be made of those frosted tubes we saw at the last trade show,” she suggested. “Soft glow, not harsh. And maybe the wishes start there. A place where people can write them before walking under the main field.”

He smirked faintly. “You really want strangers to hand over their secrets to a festival stall?”

“I want them to hand over whatever they’re willing to place in the sky,” she said. “It doesn’t have to be confessional. It can be ‘thank you for the neighbour who watered my plants’ or ‘I hope my sister gets into the college she wants’ or ‘I’m tired.’ Anything that feels like a small truth.”

They fell into a rhythm then, the afternoon slipping by in a series of questions and answers that built quietly on each other. He asked about power sources; she thought about how to hide cables beneath things that looked intentional rather than necessary. She talked about colour palettes—subtle golds and whites, the occasional breath of blues like deep water; he talked about the limitations of LED strips in open air and ways to cheat around them.

At one point, as Noah sketched a possible rigging system, Riley stepped back and looked at the table. Paper, pencils, plans, empty coffee mugs. His hand moving over the page, her own notes scrawled between lines. It felt like the kind of moment someone might look back on later and call the beginning, even though their story had technically started years ago. Maybe, she thought, beginnings are not always first meetings. Sometimes they are about when two people finally point themselves in the same direction.

“Hey,” Noah said, breaking into her thoughts. “You drifted.”

“Sorry,” she said, rubbing her forehead. “The brain is overloaded. My internal storage is not designed for this much logistics.”

He glanced at the clock on the microwave and then at her face, taking in the faint shadows under her eyes, the way her shoulders were starting to hunch. “We’ve done enough maths for one day,” he said. “Let me set up something for you before I go.”

She frowned, watching as he moved to the tripod he’d brought in earlier. “What are you doing?”

“Field test,” he replied. “Or... apartment test. Indoor sky, version one.”

He extended the tripod’s legs, clicking them into place, then attached a narrow bar of LED bulbs to its top. From his bag he pulled a small controller box and a tangle of cables. In a few efficient movements, he had the makeshift rig standing near her balcony door, the bar angled slightly upward toward the ceiling.

“This is just a spare from a show,” he said, plugging it all together. “Nothing fancy. But it’ll do for a simulation.” He flipped a switch, and the bulbs blinked to life, bright white at first, then settling into a soft, warm hue as he adjusted the sliders on the controller.

The room shifted. The light cast gentle patterns on the ceiling, on the walls, on the edges of the table. It felt different from her fairy lights—less like a string of stars and more like a quiet, luminous presence overhead.

Riley’s breath caught. “Oh,” she said, the word leaving her in a rush she hadn’t been expecting.

Noah watched her, hands still on the controls but eyes fixed on her face. “Imagine this,” he said softly, “but bigger. Above the waterfront. Not just one bar, but dozens of points, each mapped to someone’s sentence.”

She tipped her head back, staring at the ceiling, letting the light soak into the spaces that had felt tight all morning. For a moment, she could almost see it: people walking under the harbour sky at night, the installation breathing slowly above them, each glow a private offering.

“How do you always do that?” she asked quietly, not looking at him.

“Do what?”

“Make it feel possible,” she said. “Five minutes ago, I was sure this whole thing was a foolish, overambitious idea that would expose me as a fraud to the entire city. Now I’m standing in my living room looking at a borrowed light rig and thinking, ‘Yeah, we can probably make the sky listen to everyone.’”

He was silent for a heartbeat. She heard him shift, the faint rustle of his shirt, the small click of his thumb on a slider. The light warmed a fraction, deepening.

“Maybe because I’ve watched you do impossible things on a smaller scale for years,” he said. “You turn disappointment into jokes, fear into late-night jar galaxies, boredom into entire workshop ideas. This is just... all of that but with a budget line.”

She swallowed, a lump forming in her throat. Compliments from him always had a way of sounding like statements of fact rather than flattery, which made them harder to dismiss.

“You’re very annoying,” she said finally, her voice thick. “In an emotionally supportive way. It’s rude.”

He laughed, the sound low and pleased. “You’re welcome.”

They let the light run through a slow sequence—barely noticeable shifts between intensities, like breathing. After a few minutes, he dimmed it again, respecting the fragile line between awe and overwhelm she carried.

“I should go,” he said reluctantly. “If I’m
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