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    To the dreamers who linger in the quiet moments,
and to the hearts brave enough to take a chance on love—
may you always find your own midnight magic,
and may every stolen glance remind you that the best stories begin when you dare to look.
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Chapter 1 — Countdown to Midnight
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The first thing Maya Ortiz did when the city liaison slid the festival binder across the conference table was set her watch ten minutes fast.

It was a superstition disguised as strategy. Ten minutes gave her a cushion and the illusion that she was always arriving from a future where things had already gone wrong and she had already solved them. The binder thumped down like a law book for a very specific religion—laminated tabs, color-coded forms, a parade route folded into the pocket like a secret map, all of it smelling faintly of copier heat and ambition.

“Student Stage Manager,” the liaison said, tapping the printed title under Maya’s name. “You’re in charge of show flow. I need your run of show by Friday and your safety plan by... yesterday.”

Maya smiled the way you do when an adult thinks they invented deadlines. “You’ll have both by tonight,” she said. “And a coffee. It looks like you need one.”

“I married coffee,” the woman deadpanned, and then softened. “We’re excited to have the school on board again. The mayor wants to make the New Year’s Eve broadcast ‘more youthful’ without scaring the council. You know how to make things look dangerous while being boringly safe?”

“I make boring look thrilling,” Maya said, and slid the binder to her side like a prize.

Outside City Hall, Seabrook’s plaza blinked awake to winter. Vendors were setting up trial booths under the skeletal frames of canopies; the big digital countdown clock—currently stuck at 36:12:07 in red numbers—loomed over the stage like a reminder that time was a prop with power. The air had the metal bite of coming cold. A gull screamed profanity at nobody. Maya opened her own binder—the one she’d built—labeled ORTIZ: NYE 12.31 and checked her list: permits, power, parade choreography, pyrotechnics (pending sign-off), volunteers, load-in schedule, run sheet, emergency weather plan (version 2.0, could be tighter), gaff tape inventory (never enough).

Her phone buzzed. Tamsin: do not forget to drink water and also your shoulders are at your ears again.

Maya rolled her shoulders down and texted back a selfie of her best Stage Manager Face: eyebrows stern, mouth politely closed, eyes already ten minutes in the future. Tamsin replied with three sparkles and a skull emoji: slay responsibly.

In the afternoon, the tech club met in the auditorium for what Maya called a gentle briefing and what everyone else called Maya’s TED Talk. She clicked to slide one: WELCOME, DOOMSCROLLERS OF LIGHT AND SOUND and let them laugh, then flipped to the actual agenda. Power load maps. Cable runs. A sparkle moment at 11:59—arches of programmable LEDs cued to bloom in a halo right before fireworks. The art teacher, Ms. Lin, had found a grant to buy pixel tape; the shop teacher, Mr. Arvelo, had volunteered his saws and his skepticism.

“Questions?” Maya asked when she finished.

A sophomore named Roman raised a hand. “Do we get to wear all-black on the day? My aunt says black is for funerals.”

“Black is for not being seen,” Maya said. “We are the opposite of a funeral. We are a resurrection with checklists.”

A few heads turned toward the back of the auditorium as the door eased open and let in a slice of winter blue and a boy with a case slung across his back like a guitar-less guitar. He wore a beanie, a jacket that had lost a button in a story he probably liked to tell, and the expression of someone who had accidentally walked into a performance and decided to stay anyway.

“Maya,” Mr. Arvelo said, clearing his throat. “Last-minute addition from AV and band. This is Leo Park. Lighting tech, maybe guitar if the mayor lets us get fancy.”

Leo saluted with two fingers—ironic, like he meant it and didn’t—then shouldered his way down the aisle and took an empty seat near the front. He unzipped the case; it turned out to be a battered pelican full of gels, two battered PAR cans, a coil of cable he’d wrapped meticulously, and a small, defiant LED bar with PROPERTY OF NO ONE scrawled on the side in silver marker.

“Welcome,” Maya said, professional, which for her meant her voice warm and her eyes already measuring whether he was going to respect the rope lines. “We’re locked on crew assignments, but there’s room on lights if you can follow a cue without improvising.”

He grinned, and it was annoyingly good on him. “I can improvise following a cue,” he said.

“Not a thing,” she said.

“Maybe it is,” he said, and someone nearby snorted.

She continued, because she had a schedule and a new variable wasn’t going to knock it over. “We’ll run a full tech rehearsal tomorrow after school. In the meantime, read the safety plan. It is poetry.”

“Does it rhyme?” Leo asked.

“It rhymes with don’t die,” Maya said.

After the meeting, he loitered by the stage stairs like a cat considering whether to climb the curtain. Maya walked down with her clipboard and her dignity. Up close, he looked like good timing in human form—half-step late, half-step early, always landing somehow in the pocket. He held up his LED bar.

“I can make it chase,” he said. “For the arch. You’re building a halo?”

“We are,” she said. “With pixel tape. It will bloom at 11:59:40—first ring at ten seconds to midnight, then fill to the downbeat so the fireworks—pending—hit on zero.”

“Bloom,” he repeated. “Nice verb. Do we have a backup if the pixel controller frowns?”

“We have me,” she said. “And a contingency: perimeter lights on manual, cue lights on kill switch. And a secret stash of old-school fairy lights because no one ever regrets a string light.”

His mouth tugged like he wanted to argue for risk. “Sometimes regret is interesting.”

“Not when it voids a permit,” she said.

At that word—permit—her phone vibrated with a text from an unknown number that turned out to be the city liaison: Heads up: weather service issued a watch. Storm Thursday. If wind exceeds 20 sustained we lose fireworks permit. Can we deliver a show without them? The countdown clock in the plaza flashed in her brain: 47 hours and change.

Maya’s stomach did a drop like a staged platform falling in a trick that was only safe because someone had set the stops. Leo was watching her face like it was a sky he could read. She didn’t love that.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing we can’t handle,” she said, which was her default even when the thing you had to handle was a town’s tradition snarling at a weather report.

He nodded, as if the optimism were a guitar he could tune to. “Let me guess: plan B.”

“C,” she corrected. “We already had a B.”

“You alphabetized your backups?”

“Is that a judgment?”

“It’s a compliment,” he said lightly. “I just usually name my plans after mixtapes.”

She inhaled, straightened her list. “We’ll run drills. Can you be at the plaza at four?”

“I can be places,” he said. “Whether I’m on time is—”

“You will be,” she said, and he laughed because the confidence felt like a dare.

By four, the plaza had tilted toward that eerie pre-snow electricity: a metallic smell, wind sneaking around corners. The flyers on lampposts tried to take flight. Volunteers hammered stakes; Mr. Arvelo argued with a cable; the mayor practiced his hand wave at a reflective surface as if figuring out whether it should be a chop or a swirl.

Maya set the team in motion with the calm of a conductor who knows her orchestra is made of teenagers, extension cords, and dreams. She ran the power split with Theo, who had a gift for math and grace under pressure. She checked the stage risers with her toe. She asked the fireworks crew their wind limits and cataloged the carve-outs (if gusts above twenty, no rockets; if gusts above fifteen, no low aerials; if gusts above ten, no confetti cannons unless cleared by sanitation).

Leo arrived seven minutes early, which Maya noticed and refused to praise. He had a toolbox and the LED bar and a look of someone who’d decided to hike up the hill of her standards to see what the view looked like.

“Where do you want me?” he asked.

“Catwalk,” she said. “Channel four. We’re testing a color chase.”

They climbed the narrow metal stairs in a silence that felt like a test. The catwalk ran above the stage like a spine. From up there, the plaza looked like a schematic: aisles, routes, hazards, potential. Leo clipped in without being asked, which earned him a mental gold star Maya kept to herself. He knelt by a junction box, popped it open, and hooked the LED bar to the run with a gentle competence she admitted—quietly, internally—she admired.

“Ready,” he said, watching her down below. She signaled with both hands like aircraft control. He ran the chase in a line of warm amber that pulsed like a heartbeat. The arch frame below them—half built—caught a borrowed glow.

“Nice,” Maya called.

“Nice is mid,” he called back.

“It’s exactly mid,” she agreed. “That’s rehearsal’s job.”

He laughed, the sound carrying back to her on the catwalk’s hum. And for a second, the storm warning, the city’s text, the thin wedge of fear loosened.

Then the wind punched the plaza in the throat.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was decisive. The banners snapped; a string of bulbs along the edge did a brief, frightened strobe; a vendor’s canopy bucked and then held. Maya had learned to read gestures in materials. The air had just gestured a no.

Her phone buzzed: the liaison again. Confirming: if sustained wind continues, fireworks permit is suspended at noon Thursday. A second text: We need your alternate “moment.” City still wants a midnight beat. “Community engagement” line on the grant. Can you make it work?

Forty-eight hours.

Maya’s brain did what it did when someone moved the end zone: it redrew the field. She turned to the team. “All right. Pyro is maybe. Visual is us. We’re redesigning with light. Theo—do we have enough load clearance to double the pixel runs?”

“Only if we split across two circuits and stagger the chases,” he said, flipping his tablet.

“Mr. Arvelo—can we finish the arch frame tonight?”

“If you stop talking to me while I’m sawing,” he grunted. “Yes.”

“Roman—text the dancers. Ask if they’re up for a glow parade if we need it.” She spun to the catwalk. “Leo, how fast can you program a bloom on a manual cue?”

“Minutes,” he said, hitting a switch so the LED bar pulsed faster. “What are we blooming?”

“People,” she said, surprising herself. “We’ll seed the crowd with phone-light cues if we have to. At ten seconds to midnight, the arch blooms. If wind kills even that, the people bloom. The midnight beat is a whisper. Then the halo.”

He watched her with an expression that didn’t match the beanie and the cool guy jacket; it matched an underlined sentence in a book. “That’s a plan worth naming a mixtape after,” he said.

“Name it We Didn’t Die,” she said.

“Too on the nose,” he said. “Try Bloom Despite.”

She pretended not to like it.

They worked until the plaza lights flicked on and the temperature dropped another sting. Tamsin showed up with hot chocolate and orders Maya didn’t argue with (“Drink this, command minions, stop existing only as a list”). The mayor practiced again, settled on a wave that looked like a sideways piano, and told Maya he trusted her “as long as nothing catches fire.” She assured him that the only thing that would catch fire was hearts, and he smiled and called her a poet, which made her want to alphabetize something sharp.

Around six, Leo’s cousin Jae wandered in with a drumstick in his pocket and gossip in his mouth. “You’re on with Maya?” he asked Leo, impressed and tragic. “She’s famous for color-coding her pencils.”

“They’re fine-tipped markers,” Maya said without turning, and Jae laughed and backed away, palms up.

They ran a mini-cue-to-cue. The arch frame now rose like a ribcage; the pixel tape lay in patient coils. Leo triggered his LED bar bloom and counted with her to the downbeat. The idea began to look like a night instead of a headache.

On the walk back to the school to lock up gear, the wind made itself big again, flipping a trash can lid like a coin. Leo shoved his hands into his jacket pockets and matched her pace.

“You always carry the future around in a binder?” he asked, not mocking, not quite.

“Somebody has to,” she said. “It’s that or chaos.”

“Sometimes chaos gives you the right song.”

“Sometimes chaos voids your insurance.”

He laughed softly. “You’re going to redesign the town’s midnight in two days.”

“We are,” she said, automatically redistributing credit because the work is never one set of hands. “And you’re going to be on time.”

“I can try,” he said, and then, after a
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