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	  Chapter 1 — The Light That Shouldn't Be On

	  Stonebrook was the kind of town that the postcards lied about. From a distance, when you squinted and let your mind smooth the ragged edges, the cliffs looked noble, the sea a wide-blue promise. Up close, the spray tasted like rust and the wind pushed you thin. Buildings crouched close to one another as if trying to stay warm; the streets were mostly familiar faces and borrowed favors. In the winter, gulls circled over the harbor like a jury awaiting an argument, and the lighthouse on Blackthorn Point stood as a weathered thumb against the sky, its paint cracked and the glass pitted from decades of storms. It hadn’t been operational in years — at least officially — and children used to dare each other to climb its sideladders when summer crowds thinned. Adults tried not to notice how often the town’s lights went out in the same week councilors met.

Dylan Coleman was fourteen and, by his estimate, old enough to know better and not polite enough to stop anyway. He liked the cliff before anyone else had woken because the sea sounded just big enough to drown out his own noise. He liked it because when the sky was clear enough, he could pretend the rest of Stonebrook was a chessboard and he could see the pieces moving from the top of the cliff. He liked it because the lighthouse stood there like a question he hadn’t yet answered.

At home, Kelly Coleman moved like somebody who had memorized the math of scarcity. A part-time librarian, she worked evenings and Saturdays and shelved other people’s stories while often short on time and money for her own. She had dark circles under her eyes that tea and jokes couldn’t touch anymore. Braylon, Dylan’s six-year-old brother, woke up every morning with a new discovery: a girl at school who preferred dinosaurs to dolls, an invisible monster named Mr. Noodle who only ate, apparently, socks. Watching Braylon was like watching a future that you were determined to keep intact.

Dylan had always been handy with other people’s problems. The school’s gradebook system had once tried to shame an entire class into conformity, and when a teacher used a spreadsheet to hide last-minute absences, Dylan had, with a younger-boy grin and the bored attention of someone reading the back of a cereal box, nudged the truth back into place. He had learned the contours of systems and the soft spots where attention could be redirected. He didn’t think of himself as a criminal; he thought of himself as a fixer. A bright boy with a talent and a conscience was a dangerous combination when you lived in a town that could be bought by the right kind of silence.

He’d started his little cyber enterprise with Brian Reed two summers ago because Brian’s mom needed a van and because the grocery bills needed to be kept from turning into arguments. Brian was a year older, a little louder, with hair that never lay in the way it was supposed to. He was the kind of friend who would hand you a sliver of humor at the worst possible moment and then expect you to laugh. Brian’s house smelled like lemon oil and old electronics — he kept everything, which is how he always had a micro-screwdriver when Dylan needed one.

“Coleman & Reed — privacy and repairs,” Brian said once when they were trying to come up with a name and thought the joke would soften the honesty. They made flyers on a thrifted printer and stuck them to the back windows of the arcade and the bulletin board at the community center. They offered to fix moms’ laptops, recover photos after teenage meltdowns, install parental controls so Mrs. Alvarez wouldn’t have to call her son more than three times a day about what he was doing online. People liked them because they were mostly polite and didn't ask for much.

Money came in small envelopes — exact change at first, then once in a while an extra bill folded into a generous smile. Dylan started slipping his share into a shoebox under his mattress. At home he kept the grades of his earnings in a little notebook, neat columns he never let Kelly see. He knew she would worry; he knew she would say no. He knew that there were ways to do good and a list of ways that would put his mother at the center of a courthouse headline. He preferred to stay in the gray.

That morning it was Braylon who found Dylan’s shoebox.

“Is this a treasure chest?” Braylon asked, poking at the flap with a finger and then trying to close it like he was discovering something holy.

Dylan pinched his brother’s shoulder. “Shh,” he said with a grin. “Treasure chests don’t make noise.”

Braylon’s face collapsed into a mask of concern. “Did you put a monster in there?”

“No monsters. Just math.”

Kelly was already at the kitchen table with the library’s calendar open, a pen tapping against her lip, the bills spread like a small town map of obligations. “You’re late for lunch,” she said to Dylan without looking up. There was a softness behind every line of her face that came from the years of trying to be brave so other people didn’t have to pick up the slack.

“It’s okay,” Dylan said. He was always careful to sound ordinary at home. He like the word ordinary. It was safe. “Brian’s van broke down, I had to meet him.”

“You have a class at two,” Kelly reminded him.

“I can make it,” Dylan said. That was true. He could always make it. He could also make spreadsheets reroute and misfile things. He had used that ability before to “help” — take money from the account where maintenance fees had been squirreled out of the town fund and move it into a holding account while newspapers got distracted by county meetings. He had cleaned the school’s login server for a friend who had been unfairly suspended. Those were small things in the ledger of life; they were also the kind of thing that could multiply.

Brian met him outside by the old arcade. The place smelled faintly of machine grease and sugar, a scent that made people forget the world for a few quarters. Brian had his laptop and a backpack full of chargers — everything looked normal in the way that burglars always wore baseball caps.

“You bringing the ammo?” Brian asked.

“Not that kind.” Dylan shouldered his own knapsack. “I brought the leads.”

They had been working on a bigger job for the last few days: a local charity that helped families keep their heat on had lost a donor list and couldn’t get in touch with people who needed help. It was embarrassing for the charity director and expensive in practice because the town council had been late with several grants. Dylan and Brian had been asked by a former teacher of Dylan’s to pull the list from a corrupted backup. It should have been routine. The charity’s files had been backed up on one of the municipal servers, one of the old systems that the council had been patching with duct tape and good intentions for decades.

Dylan’s fingers worked like a second instrument. He liked symphonies and code; both had beats and repetitions and the occasional, thrilling crescendo. He had an eye for patterns no one else noticed. While he and Brian clicked through the charity’s backup, a fragment of data crawled across his screen like a moth. It looked out of place, like a white marble in a bowl of buttons.

“Hey,” Dylan said. “There’s a breadcrumb.”

“Not cool. Cookies, maybe?” Brian leaned over.

“It’s not a cookie.” He zoomed in until the characters blurred. Names, numeric codes, and an entry labeled in a way that made Dylan’s stomach tighten: Emergency Relief — diverted. The entry list showed a line of funds labeled for families with kids under ten. The recipient column pointed to a shell company he didn’t recognize. The routing metadata — the ghost trail that said where the packet had bounced — had a single, odd identifier in nearly every entry. LIGHTHOUSE_BP.

“Is that the Blackthorn lighthouse?” Brian asked.

Dylan tried not to sound like a boy who found a secret adult thing at the bottom of his cereal bowl. “It’s retired,” he said. “They decommissioned it in—”

“Years,” Brian finished. “It’s a tourist liability. Nobody’s used it for anything official since my dad’s uncle broke his ankle on the stairwell.”

They saved a copy. They were not supposed to have access to those municipal backups. That’s the fine, glittering line that keeps people from breaking into places: a sense of what will happen if they’re caught. Dylan had been careful for a long time because he knew what could happen to a family if a kid went to juvie and a mother lost her job because her teen son decided to be a martyr in the name of justice.

But then — then there was the ledger. Then there were the entries that showed families who had missed rent and had firewood bills outstanding. Then there was the way a dollar got subtracted from one folder and added to a shell company with a name like gulls and fog.

“Someone’s cleaning house through an old light,” Brian said. “That’s poetic in a way that should be illegal.”

Dylan tried to picture who would benefit. The council’s finances were a knotted thing. Councilor Pierce had been on the board for years and had a way of buying favors. The mayor’s wife ran a catering business that inexplicably grew faster than the town’s weddings. But those were guesses. What Dylan knew was a list of names, a string of transfers and that the digital trace led, improbably, to a place abandoned and hollowed out by storms: the lighthouse.

“This could be nothing,” Dylan said.

“It could be everything,” Brian corrected, eyes glittering. “You’re telling me we don’t at least ask?”

Dylan thought about his mother’s worn library cardigan and the way Braylon hugged a stuffed shark to sleep. He thought about the charity director’s shaking hands when she had said they needed the list because “people are freezing.” He thought about the thrill of a secret solved and the risk of a life shattered. He knew, without deciding, that he would not let this go.

“Okay,” he said finally. “We get more. But quietly. No flags. No theatre. We don’t tell anyone who can get us arrested.”

Brian nodded; his grin was a small, dangerous thing. “We get in with flashlights. We get out with proof.”

“Not flashlights,” Dylan corrected. “We use the van.”

They spent the afternoon making their old plans sound new. Dylan would go to the library to volunteer while Kelly worked the evening shift, a convenient cover for why he might be out later. In reality, he and Brian were drafting a route and a list of things they needed: chargers, an extra flashlight, the permission of nobody. They tested a few old accounts and left no fingerprints. They were careful, as only boys who grew up in smaller towns learned to be: careful in the way of children taught to hide in the shadows of grown-up problems.

That night, by the time the town’s streetlamps painted the sidewalks orange and the harbor moored itself against the moon, Dylan found himself at the top of the cliff, hands in pockets, watching Blackthorn loom like a predator. The lighthouse should have been dark. It had been dark for years. And yet — from one of the higher windows came a thin, steady light, a beam almost
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