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​Invention Fair Promise

​A Clean YA Invention-Fair Romance
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SankulaHub writes clean, original romance with emotional warmth, hopeful tension, and memorable young characters finding courage at the exact moment life asks the most of them. Each story is created to feel heartfelt, immersive, and deeply human, with a strong focus on clean emotional payoff, authentic relationships, and uplifting romantic journeys.
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For the students who stay after the bell, who keep adjusting the wires and trying one more idea, and who learn that sometimes the bravest thing in the room is not the invention on the table, but the heart standing beside it.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Naomi Rivera is seventeen and one of the most thoughtful builders at Northpoint High. Precise, quietly determined, and still carrying the sting of last year’s public failure, she has poured everything into an invention that matters for reasons she does not explain easily.

Gabriel Moreno is seventeen and known for brilliant code, calm hands, and a habit of holding the sharpest part of himself back. He has the kind of mind that can fix almost anything in the lab, but there are parts of competition season he has not trusted for a long time.

Lena Park is seventeen, Naomi’s best friend, and the rare person who can make a stressful day feel less heavy in a single sentence. She sees patterns in people almost as fast as Naomi sees flaws in a prototype.

Milo Rivera is fourteen, Naomi’s younger brother, and the first person who ever believed her ideas could change a room. His faith in her work stays with Naomi even when her own confidence slips.

Calvin Shaw is seventeen and polished in the way that makes adults nod before he has said much at all. He understands how to impress judges, sponsors, and school leadership, and he never misses a chance to notice who is falling behind.

Ms. Alina Cross is the faculty adviser overseeing Northpoint High’s Invention Fair teams. She cares about student work, hates wasted talent, and has no patience for excuses once the clock starts moving.
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The projector strip died three minutes before registration closed.

Naomi stared at the thin ribbon of plastic taped to the edge of her display board and pressed the power switch again with a thumb that had already gone cold. Nothing. No wash of blue light. No guiding pulse. No tiny sequence of color cues climbing the poster the way it had in her bedroom, on the kitchen table, and once, gloriously, in the library when she had tested it after school and nearly cried from relief.

Around her, the Northpoint High gym shimmered with showcase-night brightness. Booth lights flashed from every row. A wind turbine spun lazily over by the bleachers. Someone in the back corner was testing a compact water filter and drawing a crowd. The giant paper banner over the stage, painted in silver letters, read SPRING INVENTION FAIR, and it looked smug to her tonight.

“Please tell me that face means dramatic disappointment and not actual disaster,” Lena said.

Naomi did not look up. “Actual disaster.”

Lena leaned beside her booth, sequined notebook tucked against her chest, her expression sharpening in one second flat. “What died?”

“The cue strip.”

“The whole thing?”

“The whole thing.” Naomi crouched, pulled the battery pack from beneath the table, and checked the connection again even though she already knew what she would find. A clean solder point. A stable wire. A device that had chosen tonight to become useless anyway. “It worked an hour ago.”

Lena bent low enough to peek under the display cloth. “You want me to go borrow a screwdriver from the robotics table?”

“I already have one.”

“You want me to steal a calmer personality for you, then?”

Naomi let out a breath that was too thin to count as a laugh. Her hands were steady only because she was concentrating hard enough to make them be. If she stopped concentrating, the nerves would arrive all at once. “If you can find one near the refreshments, yes.”

From across the gym, the overhead speaker cracked to life. “All participants, registration for live-demo booths will close in three minutes. Teams without functioning prototypes at check-in may be moved to non-demo display status.”

Naomi shut her eyes for half a second.

Non-demo status.

Which meant a folding table near the back wall, no live presentation slot, and no chance at the student innovation grant the school partnered with every spring. No live demo also meant she had spent four months building a thing people would only be allowed to look at from a distance, which felt almost cruel.

Lena saw the change in her face. “No.”

“Yes.”

“No, I mean no. We are not accepting that.” She straightened. “You built this for a reason. Fix it.”

Naomi wanted to answer, I know. Instead, she reached into her bag for the slim black notebook where every sketch, failed calibration note, and quiet panic of the last four months lived between ruled pages. A white card slipped halfway out from the back cover. She caught it before it could fall.

On one side, in her own hurried handwriting from last May, were six words she had not let herself forget.

Build something useful. Honest. Brave.

She pushed the card back in before Lena could see.

“The battery's full,” Naomi said. “The strip is getting current. It’s probably the controller, which means I either replace it now or I stand here smiling at judges while a dead line of plastic sits on my poster board pretending not to hate me.”

Lena folded her arms. “Okay. New plan. You replace the controller now.”

“In under three minutes?”

“You once rebuilt half a lamp in the dark during the citywide power cut.”

“That was a lamp.”

“This is just a more emotional lamp.”

Naomi almost smiled, but the speaker crackled again and killed it.

“Two minutes remaining for live-demo registration.”

A group brushed past their booth laughing, the kind of easy laughter that only people with working projects made. Naomi sat back on her heels and stared at the naked board in front of her.

GuideLight had started as a bad afternoon and a stubborn idea. Milo had come home from middle school near tears after freezing during a class presentation. He knew his topic. He had practiced. But once every face in the room had turned toward him, his thoughts scattered so fast he could barely remember the first sentence. Later, when he had tried to explain it at the kitchen table, he had said, “It felt like my brain closed the door on me.”

Naomi had thought about that sentence for days.

Then she had built the first ugly version of a quiet cue system that could sit along the edge of a poster board or presentation screen and feed a speaker gentle, color-based prompts only they would understand. Not enough to cheat. Not enough to replace preparation. Just enough to keep a person from losing the path once nerves hit. A blue pulse for the opening point. Green for example. Gold for final thought. Invisible support disguised as design.

Useful. Honest. Brave.

It had not been built for applause.

But it did need to work.

Lena’s gaze flicked over Naomi’s shoulder. “Do not panic,” she said in a tone that meant the opposite. “But Calvin is looking over here.”

Naomi turned.

Calvin stood two booths down in a clean navy jacket, speaking with the ease of someone who had been born knowing where cameras were. His team’s project, some polished sustainability tracker with a glossy display screen, was arranged like it already belonged in a magazine spread. He was smiling at a sponsor rep from HaloBridge Technologies, the company funding tonight’s grant, but his eyes cut briefly toward Naomi’s dead setup.

He did not smirk. He did not need to. Calvin had perfected a more insulting expression than that one. Mild concern.

Naomi looked away first.

“He enjoys oxygen too much,” Lena muttered.

“He enjoys the audience,” Naomi said.

Lena tipped her head toward the entrance. “Speaking of complicated people.”

Naomi followed her line of sight and saw Gabriel.

He came in carrying a narrow metal case in one hand and a laptop bag over one shoulder, dark hair falling across his forehead as if he had run here and lost patience halfway through fixing it. The noise of the gym did not seem to touch him right away. He paused just inside the double doors, scanning the rows of booths with a stillness that felt different from everyone else’s restless energy.

Naomi had seen him around school for two years without ever deciding what to make of him.

Gabriel was the kind of person teachers mentioned with equal parts admiration and exasperation. Brilliant in the lab. Quiet in class discussions until he wasn’t, and then suddenly everyone else sounded underprepared. Known to fix things other students had already given up on. Not known for staying where people expected him to stay.

Last spring he had disappeared from the fair before awards were even announced. No one seemed to agree on why.

Tonight he looked like someone who had returned to a place he did not entirely trust.

Lena watched Naomi watching him. “Interesting.”

“It is not.”

“You said that too quickly.”

“I said it at exactly the correct speed.”

Gabriel started down the aisle, weaving past projects and extension cords. At first Naomi assumed he was headed somewhere farther back, but then he stopped beside an empty booth across from hers. A paper sign lay flat on the table with his name typed on it.

She blinked.

“He has a booth?” Lena whispered.

“Apparently.”

“Since when?”

Naomi did not answer because she did not know, and because Gabriel was already unlocking the metal case. Inside, neatly fitted into foam, were components for something she could not identify at first glance. Sensor discs. A compact board. Wires looped in careful circles. No display signage. No poster. No decoration at all.

As if he had arrived for work and forgotten the performance.

Ms. Cross moved through the aisle in quick strides, clipboard pressed to her side. “Naomi,” she called, not gently.

Naomi stood.

“Status?”

“Controller issue,” Naomi said. “I’m trying to fix it now.”

Ms. Cross stopped at the booth and took in the dead strip, the exposed wire, and Naomi’s face, which probably gave away more than Naomi wanted. “Can it run for a live demonstration in under two minutes?”

Naomi hated the honesty that rose before strategy could. “Not alone.”

Ms. Cross held her gaze for one beat, then glanced across the aisle. Gabriel had looked up at the sound of voices but had not moved.

“Moreno,” Ms. Cross said. “Status?”

Gabriel slid one sensor disc back into its slot. “My housing frame cracked in transport.”

“Can your software run?”

“Yes.”

“Can your current hardware?”

“No.”

The silence that followed felt sharp enough to separate into pieces.

Ms. Cross looked from one booth to the other. “You have complementary failures.”

Naomi nearly laughed from pure disbelief. “That sounds less helpful than you think.”

“It sounds exactly as helpful as I think,” Ms. Cross said. “Both of you have projects that are one missing piece away from functionality. Registration closes in ninety seconds. Either one of you accepts non-demo status, or you register as a combined team and present a working prototype.”

Naomi stared at her.

Across the aisle, Gabriel’s expression changed almost imperceptibly. Not surprising. Something more like resistance mixed with interest.

Lena took one step back, clearly so she could watch without being accused of interfering.

“Ms. Cross,” Naomi said carefully, “GuideLight is not a plug-and-play class assignment. I can’t just hand it over because the clock is being dramatic.”

“No one asked you to hand it over,” Ms. Cross said. “I asked whether you want a functioning demo more than you want perfect control.”

That landed exactly where it was meant to.

Naomi opened her mouth, then shut it again.

Gabriel closed the metal case with a quiet click. “What does it do?”

Naomi looked at him properly for the first time that night.

There was no mockery in his face. No opportunistic brightness. Only a directness that made her suddenly aware of the dead strip on her table, the sleeplessness under her eyes, and the fact that she had once spent twenty whole minutes pretending not to notice the way his hands moved in the physics lab when he solved a circuit problem on the board.

“It gives visual cue prompts during presentations,” she said. “Discreetly. Color-based. The speaker controls the sequence without breaking flow.”

Gabriel’s gaze moved to the edge of her display board. “For nerves?”

“For pacing,” she said.

He looked back at her, and something about the way he did it made her feel seen in a more dangerous way than she liked. “For nerves,” he said again, softer this time, like he understood why a person might phrase the truth one step away from itself.

Ms. Cross checked the time on her phone. “One minute.”

“What about yours?” Naomi asked.

Gabriel hesitated. “Adaptive sensor code,” he said. “Originally for motion response.”

“Originally?”

“My hardware broke.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one I have.”

Lena made a small noise in her throat that translated, somehow, into He is annoying, but useful.

Naomi glanced at Calvin’s booth, where the sponsor rep was now laughing at something he had said. Then she looked at her own silent prototype and felt the full weight of the year behind her.

Last spring she had built something flashy and fast and wrong for her. A mini drone meant to map crowd flow at school events. It had glitched during semifinals, clipped a banner, and smacked into a judge’s water cup before dying midair like it had been offended by gravity. People had been kind afterward in a way that somehow made the humiliation worse.

Milo had found her in the parking lot with her project case half open and tears drying angrily on her face. He had sat beside her on the curb and said, very seriously for a thirteen-year-old, “Next year make the thing you actually care about. I bet that one won’t leave you.”

She had gone home and written her promise card that same night.

Now the gym lights reflected off the dead strip in front of her, and all at once the choice felt cruelly familiar. Hold onto control and lose the room. Trust something uncertain and risk being seen.

Gabriel stepped closer to her table. “Show me the controller.”

Naomi did not move.

Lena lifted both brows at her, then slowly turned away as if admiring a nearby poster on recycled textiles. Coward, Naomi thought affectionately.

“Thirty seconds,” Ms. Cross said.

Naomi pulled the controller free and handed it over.

Gabriel set his case on the table between them. Up close, he smelled faintly of cold air and solder. He turned the controller over once, thumb brushing the side panel, then looked beneath the table at the battery pack.

“You changed the resistor size,” he said.

Naomi blinked. “Last week.”

“It’s drawing too slow through this board.”

“You can tell that by looking at it?”

“One of the traces is scorched.”

“It was not scorched an hour ago.”

He glanced up. “It is now.”

For reasons she did not care to inspect, that almost made her smile.

His laptop was open in seconds. He connected a cable, typed something quick, then held out his hand without looking at her. “Power pack.”

She gave it to him.

Ms. Cross stood at the end of the booth with the patience of someone determined not to have patience for long. “Five seconds.”

Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “If I patch the timing and reroute the sensor response, it’ll run.”

Naomi stared. “Can you do that in five seconds?”

“No,” he said. “But I can prove it will run, and that gets you registered.”

He hit enter.

For one terrible beat, nothing happened.

Then the strip along the edge of Naomi’s display board pulsed once, blue as twilight.

The light slid upward in a clean, bright line.

Naomi forgot to breathe.

Lena slapped a hand over her own mouth.

Ms. Cross, who almost never smiled in competition settings, allowed herself the smallest one. “Registered,” she said, and made a note on her clipboard. “Combined live-demo team. Final paperwork at the judges’ table in ten minutes.”

Naomi’s head snapped up. “Wait.”

But Ms. Cross was already moving down the aisle toward the next crisis.

The blue glow faded. Gabriel touched the keys again, and this time a green pulse followed it, then gold. Slower than Naomi wanted. Rougher at the edges. But alive.

Alive.

She looked at him. “You just registered us together without asking.”

“You handed me the controller.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“You wanted the booth.”

“I wanted the project to work.”

“And now it does.”

“For ten seconds.”

He shut the laptop halfway, not defensive, just steady. “Then let’s make it last longer than ten seconds.”

Naomi opened her mouth with three separate objections ready, but none of them survived contact with the fact that the prototype was glowing again, soft color running along the board in exactly the sequence she had imagined on sleepless nights for months.

Across the aisle, Calvin was no longer pretending not to look.

Lena drifted back beside Naomi and murmured, “For the record, this is the most alive your face has looked all week.”

Naomi ignored her.

Gabriel disconnected the cable and set the controller carefully on the table as if it already belonged to both of them, which it absolutely did not.

“What do you need from me?” he asked.

The question caught her off guard more than the registration had.

Not What are we doing. Now I can take it from here. Not Let me improve it.

What do you need from me?

Naomi looked at the thin strip, the battery pack, the open notebook by her elbow. The white promise card had worked halfway free again. Gabriel’s eyes flicked toward it, not enough to read the words, only enough to notice that it mattered.

His expression changed, just slightly.

He did not ask.

That helped more than it should have.

“I need the response time faster,” she said. “And the cue transition is smoother. The whole point is that it should feel natural, not flashy.”

He nodded once. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Okay.”

“You’re agreeing too easily.”

“I haven’t started disagreeing yet.”

That one pulled a real laugh from Lena, who promptly pretended it had not.

The noise in the gym swelled around them. Somewhere near the stage, applause broke out from an early product pitch. A cart rattled by with extra extension cords. Outside the high windows, evening had gone silver-blue, the exact kind of spring dusk that made the school seem briefly newer than it was.

Naomi touched the edge of the display board, following the strip with one finger. “If we do this,” she said, keeping her eyes on the prototype, “GuideLight stays useful. I’m not turning it into some overproduced attention trick to impress HaloBridge.”

At the company name, something shuttered in Gabriel’s face.

Interesting, some quiet part of her thought.

He glanced across the gym toward the sponsor banner and then back at her. “I’m not here for their version of impressive.”

“Then why are you here?”

For the first time all night, he looked like he might step backward instead of closer.

But he didn’t.

“I’ll answer that,” he said, “when you answer whatever’s written on that card.”

Naomi’s fingers moved instinctively over the notebook.

Lena made a tiny sound that translated perfectly into Oh, this is getting complicated.

Naomi lifted her chin. “That is none of your business.”

Gabriel’s mouth shifted, not quite a smile, not quite anything she could name. “Probably true.”

The loudspeaker crackled again, calling all live-demo teams to final confirmation.

Naomi should have been relieved. Instead, her pulse had started doing something unhelpful and new.

Maybe it was the booth. Maybe it was the light finally working. Maybe it was the fact that Gabriel stood beside her like he had been there longer than two minutes and she still had no idea why HaloBridge’s banner had darkened his face, or why he had come back to a competition he clearly did not trust, or why his first instinct with her project had been to ask what she needed instead of what he could win.

He reached for the registration sheet Ms. Cross had left tucked beneath the corner of her poster board. There were two blank signature lines at the bottom.

He picked up her pen, signed his first name in quick slanted strokes, and set the pen down beside her hand.

Then he looked at her and said quietly, “Make me one promise before you sign.”

Naomi frowned. “You do realize the title of this night doesn’t need more drama.”

“That wasn’t dramatic.”

“That was very dramatic.”

His eyes warmed, and for one disorienting second the noise around them seemed to pull farther away. “Fine,” he said. “Then make me one practical promise.”

She should have refused on principle alone.

Instead she asked, “What promise?”

“That if this gets hard, you won’t shut me out before I get the chance to stay.”

The gym did not go silent. Booth lights still glowed. Students still laughed. Someone still dropped a stack of foam boards near the stage. But inside Naomi, the moment changed shape all the same.

Because that was not the kind of promise people made over a borrowed controller and a registration sheet.

It was the kind of promise people asked for when leaving had already cost them once.

Naomi looked at the two signature lines, the blue pulse sleeping under the edge of her board, the card hidden inside her notebook, and the boy standing beside her with steady hands and too many questions in his face.

Then she picked up the pen.

“I’ll sign,” she said, “if you promise the same thing.”

Gabriel held her gaze.

“Done,” he said.

Naomi wrote her name beneath his, and somewhere deep in the prototype a tiny startup hum answered like the beginning of something neither of them knew how to stop.
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​Chapter 1: The Signature Between Them
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Naomi had expected the pen to feel heavier.

Instead it moved too easily across the paper, leaving her first name beneath Gabriel’s in a line that looked far calmer than she felt. When she set the pen down, the scratch of it against the folding table sounded strangely final.

Gabriel folded the registration sheet once and slid it beneath the corner of her display board before the gym’s light breeze from the ceiling fans could lift it away. He did it with the quiet certainty of someone already making room for himself inside her project, inside her booth, inside a night she had meant to survive alone.

Naomi was still deciding how much she hated that.

“Judges’ confirmation,” Lena reminded softly, as if she could hear the crowd rushing back into Naomi’s ears. “You two have to go before Ms. Cross starts breathing fire.”

Naomi nodded, then immediately turned back to the controller in Gabriel’s hand. “You said the response time was off.”

“It is.”

“How off?”

“Enough that a judge would notice if they’re paying attention.”

“That is not a number.”

He glanced at her, then at the prototype strip along the edge of her board, which had gone dark again after the brief test pulse. “You like numbers when you’re nervous?”

“I like facts when someone is speaking about the weather.”

The corner of his mouth moved, quick and faint. “It lags by just under a second.”

Her stomach sank. “That’s huge.”

“It is if you want it elegant.”

“I want it to be useful first.”

“And an elegant second.”

She hated how quickly he had understood that.

Lena made a small motion toward the judges’ table near the stage. “You can keep staring at each other like you’re both trying not to admit something, or you can go get the paperwork stamped.”

Naomi turned so fast that Lena’s face broke into innocent surprise.

“I am not staring at anyone.”

“Of course not,” Lena said. “You’ve always had that expression for extension cords.”

Gabriel looked away, but not before Naomi caught the flicker of amusement in his eyes.

She reached for the registration sheet. “Come on.”

The walk to the front of the gym should not have felt as strange as it did. Booths filled every aisle, bright with tri-fold boards, taped labels, glowing displays, and students trying very hard to look as though their hands were not shaking. The air carried the mixed smell of hot gym lights, printer ink, cardboard, and the faint metallic tang of electronics warming up under strain. Naomi had always loved that smell on fair nights. It felt like proof that ideas could exist outside a notebook.

Tonight it felt thinner somehow, cut through by the awareness of Gabriel walking beside her.

Not close enough to brush her shoulder. Not far enough to forget he was there.

Several people looked up as they passed. Naomi tried not to notice who looked at the joint registration form in her hand and who looked between them with the quick alert interest that only lived in high school hallways and school events. News moved fast at Northpoint when there was romance, trouble, or the possibility of both. A combined last-minute team with two people who were not usually seen side by side was exactly the sort of thing the school enjoyed chewing on.

“They’re already starting,” she muttered.

Gabriel glanced at her. “Who?”

“Everyone with eyes.”

“Then they’re very efficient.”

“You seem strangely calm about this.”

“I’m not calm.”

She looked at him properly then, expecting a joke in his face and finding none. Beneath the steadiness in his voice, something held tight. Don't panic. Something harder to name. A strain he was carrying carefully so it would not show.

Before she could ask about it, Calvin stepped neatly into their path.

He appeared with such polished timing that it almost had to be intentional. His sponsor badge ribbon sat straight against his shirt, and his smile was the exact one adults liked best because it implied politeness while promising competence.

“Naomi,” he said, eyes dropping to the paper in her hand. “I heard there was a last-minute adjustment.”

Naomi stopped. Gabriel stopped beside her without speaking.

Calvin’s gaze moved between them and settled with particular interest in Gabriel. “That’s one way to solve a registration problem.”

Naomi kept her voice even. “We’re still presenting.”

“I can see that.” Calvin tilted his head. “Though I’ll admit, I didn’t expect you to share a booth.”

Something about the word share landed wrong. Naomi felt it immediately, like a small, precise tap against a bruise.

“It’s a functional decision,” she said.

“Of course.” Calvin’s smile deepened by half a shade. “I only meant that some people work better alone.”

Gabriel spoke before Naomi could answer. “Some people work better without commentary too.”

The line landed so smoothly Naomi almost did not register how sharp it was until Calvin’s expression flickered. Only for a second. Then the pleasant look returned.

“Well,” he said, “I’m sure HaloBridge loves a dramatic recovery story.”

There it was.

Naomi saw the reaction in Gabriel before she understood it. His shoulders did not tense much, but his attention changed all at once, drawing inward the way a hand closed around something hot.

Calvin noticed too. Naomi could tell by the brightness that came into his eyes.

“That still matters to them, doesn’t it,” Calvin said, almost thoughtfully. “Even after last year.”

Naomi’s grip tightened on the paper. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Calvin did not look at her when he answered. “Nothing. Just that not everyone enjoys sponsor nights.”

Gabriel’s face went unreadable.

Naomi had spent enough time in school hallways to recognize when someone was testing a bruise on purpose. She stepped forward before she had fully decided to.

“If you have something to say, say it clearly.”

Calvin’s eyes came back to her, then to the registration form again. “You should get that signed. I’d hate for the rescue operation to be wasted.”

He moved past them toward his booth, leaving behind the faint scent of expensive cologne and the kind of irritation that made Naomi’s skin feel too tight.

She turned at once to Gabriel. “What did he mean?”

“Nothing useful.”

“That was not nothing.”

“No.” He looked toward the front stage where the judges’ table was filling up. “But this isn’t the place.”

That answer only made her more certain there was something real under it. Still, the line of participants at the confirmation desk was already forming, and Ms. Cross was speaking to a volunteer with the clipped energy of a person who believed clocks were personal enemies.

Naomi swallowed back her questions for the moment.

At the judges’ table, a senior from the student council took their form and clipped a blue ribbon tag onto the top corner. “Combined demo team,” she said, scanning the paper. “Booth C-14. Presentation slot at eight-fifteen. Judges may stop by earlier if roaming evaluations move fast.”

“Earlier how?” Naomi asked.

The student council senior checked the schedule. “Could be within the next forty minutes.”

Naomi nearly closed her eyes. “That soon?”

“Showcase night,” the girl said with a shrug. “They move.”

Ms. Cross appeared behind the table before Naomi could ask anything else. Her gaze sharpened at the sight of the blue tag clipped to their paper. “Good. You made it official.”

Naomi tried again. “How much flexibility do we get if our prototype needs—”

“None,” Ms. Cross said. “If it runs, you present it. If it fails, you recover gracefully and keep talking. That is what tonight is for.”

She looked at Gabriel next. “I’m told you stabilized the controller.”

“For a test pulse,” he said.

“Then stabilize it for longer.” Her eyes moved between them. “You both wanted the live-demo table. Now you have it. Do not waste the room.”

She stepped away without another word.

Naomi let out a breath through her teeth. “She makes encouragement sound like a threat.”

“She’s talented,” Gabriel said.

Naomi glanced at him despite herself. “You almost sound impressed.”

“I am.”

They started back toward the booth. Around them, the gym had shifted into its next stage. Parents and local visitors had begun filtering in through the side doors. The sponsor banners near the stage caught the overhead light. Music played too low to identify, just enough to soften the spaces between announcements. A little kid from one of the feeder middle schools pointed excitedly at a drone display while his mother tried to keep him from wandering under a table of wires.

Naomi loved this part of the fair too. The moment right before everything started in earnest. The room widened. Possibilities sharpened. Every booth held someone’s private hope out in public and dared people to look at it.

Which was exactly why the idea of the judges reaching C-14 in under an hour made her feel slightly sick.

At the booth, Lena had already straightened the display cards and lined up Naomi’s printed explanation sheets into a cleaner stack. She noticed their faces at once.

“That bad?”

Naomi set the form down. “We could get judges in under forty minutes.”

Lena put a hand to her chest. “Lovely. I adore when your school traditions try to kill you.”

Gabriel set his laptop case on the table and flipped it open. “I need the original timing map.”

Naomi pulled her black notebook closer. “It’s not all in one place.”

“Why?”

“Because I think in revisions.”

He waited.

She exhaled. “Fine. Because I was changing things as I went and I didn’t expect someone else to be reading my notes.”

Something gentled in his expression then, though his voice stayed practical. “I’m not reading everything. Just show me what controls the pulse order.”

She hesitated long enough to be annoyed with herself for hesitating. Then she opened the notebook to the center spread where grids of arrows, colors, and handwritten pacing notes crowded the page.

Gabriel stepped closer to see.

Too close, maybe. Or maybe the booth had suddenly become too small.

Naomi could feel the warmth of him at her side, close enough that if she turned her head carelessly, their shoulders would meet. The awareness of it moved through her in one swift, disorienting wave. Not because boys had never stood near her before. Not because she was incapable of handling proximity. But because Gabriel carried quiet like a live current. It altered the space around him. It made little things louder. The sound of pages shifting. The catch in her breath. The slight pause before he pointed to a line in her notes.

“This one,” he said. “You’re layering reassurance over pacing.”

Naomi looked up. “What?”

“The cue order.” He touched the notebook lightly, careful not to smudge her pencil lines. “Blue to settle, green to move, gold to land. It’s not just structure. You built it to calm someone while it guides them.”

She blinked at him.

Nobody had ever said it back to her that way.

At home, Milo had understood what GuideLight was for in the most important sense, because she had built it with his fear in mind. Lena knew because Naomi had told her. But outside that circle, most people heard presentation aids and started talking about school competitions, stage confidence, leadership polish, résumé value. They made it sound slick.

Gabriel had looked at her notes for maybe six seconds and found the softer truth underneath.

Naomi lowered her voice without meaning to. “Yes.”

He held her gaze for one heartbeat too long, then looked back at the page. “Okay,” he said. “Then we keep that.”

Something in her chest eased.

Lena, who was reorganizing wires with theatrical concentration, said nothing. Naomi knew that silence for what it was. Observant. Delighted. Dangerous.

Gabriel connected his laptop to the controller again. Naomi handed him the cable before he asked. The movement felt automatic already, which should have worried her more than it did.

“What did Calvin mean?” she asked quietly while Gabriel worked.

His fingers paused on the keyboard only for a fraction of a second.

Naomi saw it anyway.

“You noticed that fast.”

“He was trying to get a reaction.”

“He usually is.”

“And?”

Gabriel typed one line, then another. “And I’m not interested in helping him.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No.” He kept his eyes on the screen. “It isn’t.”

Naomi should have dropped it. The controller mattered more. The timing map mattered more. The judges mattered more. But Calvin’s remark had lodged itself somewhere beneath her ribs, and the harder Gabriel avoided it, the less she believed it was small.

“Did something happen with HaloBridge last year?”

He was quiet long enough that even Lena glanced over.

Then he said, “My brother worked with them.”

Naomi waited.

Gabriel’s jaw tightened once. “That’s all I want to say right now.”

The words were calm. The right now inside them was not.

Naomi looked back at the notebook. On the far edge of the page, near an old coffee stain, she had once written a sentence to herself in a hurry so fast the letters slanted crooked: Useful means gentle too.

She ran her thumb over the words without thinking.

“All right,” she said.

Gabriel looked at her then, as if he had expected pressure.

“That’s it?” he asked.

“For now.”

Something unreadable crossed his face. Relief, maybe. Or surprise that she meant it.

“Thank you,” he said, and went back to the keyboard.

The next half hour vanished into work.

Naomi adjusted the battery feed while Gabriel cleaned the timing sequence. Lena fetched black tape, an extra extension cord, and, somehow, three bottles of water no one remembered asking for. The cue strip glowed, failed, glowed again. Naomi rewired one connector by hand while Gabriel changed how the controller responded to manual input. He was faster than anyone she had ever worked with, but not reckless. He never touched the core design without asking. He never replaced her choices with his own. Even when he disagreed, he said why and waited.

It unsettled her more than bossiness would have.

She was used to people either doubting her ideas or trying to improve them into something that no longer sounded like her. Gabriel did neither. He treated the invention as if the shape of her intention mattered.

Once, when she reached past him for the soldering pen at the same time he moved the controller toward her, their fingers brushed.

It could barely have counted as contact.

Still, Naomi felt it travel up her arm like the smallest electric spark. Gabriel drew his hand back at once, but his eyes lifted to hers with the same startled awareness already alive in her own. Neither of them said anything. Lena very carefully turned to face the opposite direction and began tidying a stack of brochures that did not need tidying.

The second full test run was smoother.

Blue pulsed along the board’s edge, soft and measured. Green followed in a gentler climb. Gold settled at the end with only a breath of lag. Naomi clicked through the speaker prompts with her thumb and watched the transitions hold.

“It’s still not perfect,” she said.

“It’s alive,” Gabriel answered.

She hated that he was right. She hated even more that hearing it in his voice made the whole booth feel steadier.

Visitors had begun drifting deeper into the rows now. A pair of judges with clipboards stopped at the environmental science table three booths over. Naomi’s pulse jumped.

“They’re moving this way,” Lena murmured.

Naomi straightened the display placard for the fifth time. Her throat felt dry again. She took one swallow from the water bottle Lena had placed beside her elbow and nearly choked on how fast her own nerves were returning.

Gabriel noticed. “Do you want to test with a live walk-through?”

Naomi looked at him. “Now?”

“You said it’s built for nerves. Use it for yours.”

The idea was both embarrassing and perfect.

“No,” she said automatically.

“Why not?”

“Because I made it.”

“That doesn’t make you immune to it.”

Lena turned back around, eyes bright. “He’s right.”

Naomi gave her a look that should have done more damage than it did. “I do not need my own prototype to tell me how to speak.”

“You need proof it can carry you if your brain decides tonight is a dramatic place to stop cooperating,” Lena said.

Naomi opened her mouth, closed it, then looked at GuideLight’s waiting strip of blue. She hated being known this well by anyone. She hated even more that both of them were right.

“Fine,” she muttered.

Gabriel stepped to the side of the booth, giving her the center space. He picked up the small manual trigger and held it, not possessively, just ready. “Tell me when.”

Naomi moved behind the display table. From there, the gym looked different. Bigger. Brighter. The first row of visitors blended into a single watchful shape. The sponsor banners hung at the back like verdicts.

Her old fear moved closer at once, silent and familiar. Not enough to break her. Enough to thin the edges of her thoughts.

She set both hands lightly on the table. “Okay.”

Gabriel triggered the first cue.

Blue.

Naomi drew a breath with it, deeper than the last one.

“My project is called GuideLight,” she began, and heard at once how stiff she sounded. She stopped.

“Again,” Gabriel said.

Not unkindly. Not softly either. The word landed like a steady hand.

Naomi looked at the strip. Blue waited at the edge of her board, calm as evening.

She started again.

“This project began with a simple problem,” she said, voice clearer now. “Some people know exactly what they want to say until the moment every face in the room turns toward them.”

Green moved.

Naomi followed it, talking about pacing, anxiety, the fine line between support and overdependence, the way quiet cueing could preserve ownership instead of replacing preparation. The gym did not disappear. The noise stayed. So did the people. But the color sequence along the board held her in motion just enough that she never lost the next thought.

When gold reached the final point, she landed on the sentence she had practiced in her bedroom mirror three nights ago.

“Confidence isn’t always louder,” she said. “Sometimes it just needs a gentler path to stay.”

Silence held for half a second.

Then Lena clapped once, hard, and grinned when Naomi glared at her.

“That,” Lena said, “was worth all of my emotional suffering.”

Naomi turned at once to Gabriel. “Well?”

His eyes were on her in a way that made the rest of the gym feel abruptly far away.

“Well,” he repeated, as if buying himself a second. “I think your invention works.”

Naomi crossed her arms. “You are avoiding the part where I almost tripped on the second explanation card and swallowed the word discreetly.”

“You corrected without spiraling.”

“That is a very specific compliment.”

“It’s an honest one.”

The quiet under his voice did something unreasonable to her heartbeat.

Before she could answer, one of the roaming judges stopped at the edge of their booth. He was a gray-haired man in a soft brown blazer with a name tag clipped crookedly to his lapel. Beside him stood a woman with sharp glasses and a neat stack of evaluation forms.

“Combined demo team for C-14?” the woman asked.

Naomi’s pulse kicked so hard it felt visible.

Gabriel set the trigger down beside the laptop and stepped in beside her.

“Yes,” Naomi said.

The woman smiled, professional and brief. “We’re making early rounds.”

Naomi felt the space around her narrow to the table, the board, the notebook tucked half under the brochures, the waiting strip of light.

GuideLight hummed softly at the edge of the display.

Gabriel moved near enough that she could hear him breathe.

Without looking at him, Naomi whispered, “You promised not to shut me out.”

A beat of silence.

Then, just as quietly, he answered, “I’m here.”

The judge in the brown blazer glanced between them with mild interest. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Naomi reached for the edge of the table, then stopped.

Her black notebook had shifted when Lena straightened the papers. The white card tucked inside it had slid out by nearly an inch, enough that the ink on the top line was visible now.

Build something useful.

Gabriel’s gaze caught on the words.

Just for a second.

Then he looked at her, and something in his face changed with startling, unmistakable recognition.

As if he knew exactly what it cost to write yourself a promise and live by it anyway.

Naomi had no time to ask how.

The judges were waiting.

The blue light rose.

And before she could speak her first sentence, Gabriel reached for the trigger panel and said under his breath, so low only she could hear it, “After this, I’ll tell you what happened last year.”

Then he pressed the cue forward.
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​Chapter 2: The Offer At C-14
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Blue rose along the edge of the board in a clean, steady line, and Naomi let herself breathe with it.

The gym was not quiet for her. Chairs still scraped near the back rows. Someone laughed too loudly by the stage. A younger kid asked his mother if one of the drones could follow them home. But the noise stopped crowding her in the same way. GuideLight gave her just enough shape to stand inside.

“My project is called GuideLight,” she said, looking first at the judges and then at the board, the way she had practiced. “It’s a discreet cueing system designed to support students during live presentations without taking over their work.”

Green pulsed.

She kept going.

She explained the trigger sequence, the color map, the way the cues stayed simple on purpose. She spoke about pacing, nerves, memory blanks, and the difference between replacing a speaker’s thinking and quietly helping them hold onto it. Her voice steadied as she moved. By the time she reached the final explanation card, the old fear had not vanished, but it no longer felt bigger than she was.

Gold settled.

She finished, and the woman judge with the sharp glasses gave a small, interested nod.

“That’s a thoughtful use case,” she said. “You’re not trying to eliminate anxiety. You’re trying to create structure inside it.”

Naomi’s shoulders loosened by a fraction. “Yes.”

The man in the brown blazer looked toward Gabriel. “And your role in the project?”

The question changed the air at once.

Naomi felt it. Gabriel felt it too. She could tell by the way he shifted, not backward, not away, but into a more careful stillness.

“He stabilized the controller tonight,” Naomi said before he had to answer for himself. “The core concept, design language, and cue system are mine. He helped me get it demo-ready under deadline.”

The woman judge’s gaze moved between them, evaluating more than the prototype now. “So this is a same-night collaboration rather than a long-term joint build.”

“Yes,” Naomi said.

Gabriel nodded once. “That’s right.”

The man in the blazer smiled a little. “Then you did something difficult tonight. Those are not always the strongest demonstrations, but they are often the most revealing.”

Naomi was not sure whether that was praise or a warning.

The woman stepped closer to the table. “How customizable is it for different types of presenters?”

Naomi reached for the sample sequence card and slid it forward. “The cue order can be changed depending on the speaker’s needs. Some people want more pacing support. Some only need beginning, middle, and end markers. The point is to stay quiet enough that the user still feels like the words belong to them.”

As soon as she said it, she heard how personal it sounded.

The woman judge noticed too. “You care about that part.”

Naomi felt the truth of it rise before she could edit it. “I do.”

Gabriel, standing beside
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