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Elspeth Morwenna: Lighthouse keeper’s daughter, later acting keeper; protagonist who confronts the sea-mouth and chooses to dim and partially sever the false light.

Jonas Morwenna: Elspeth’s father, the original keeper of the lighthouse, disappears during the storm and is later used as a “shape” by the sea-thing.

Reverend Cador: Village clergyman; wary of old sea rites, helps interpret lore, brings out the ghost-layer’s book, and leads the chalk-and-bell ritual at the reef.

Captain James Ashby: Trinity House inspection officer; pragmatic, sympathetic, helps craft the official story, and leaves Elspeth an unofficial book to record the true events.

Mr. Fowler: Ashby’s clerk records formal and informal notes, rings the church bell on Cador’s orders during the reef ritual.

Mr. Penn: A lampwright; repairs and braces the damaged lamp and lens, enabling the dimmer, “honest” light.

Garran Polglaze: Local fisherman, wary of the light, witnesses the wrong burning, joins the ritual, and later tests the dim beam from his boat.

Mabyn: Elderly village woman, steeped in local superstition, recognises the rock’s “hunger,” adds her own folk magic to the ritual at the circle.

Elijah Trethewy: Former keeper (appears via his logbook); made the original desperate bargain that tied the lamp to the sea-mouth.

The Thing in the Stone / Sea-Mouth / “Light Below”: The ancient presence in the fogou beneath the reef, awakened and partly bound by the lighthouse’s beam, hungry for light and a human keeper.
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The wind came first, long before the light. It pressed against the grey stone tower as if the whole Atlantic had gathered itself into one heaving breath, forcing its way through every crack and keyhole of the Morwenna lighthouse.

Elspeth Morwenna woke to the sound of the sea clawing at the rocks far below her window. The glass rattled in its frame, the panes fogged with her breath and the night’s damp, so that the world outside looked smeared with salt and cloud. Somewhere beneath that blur, the reef waited, black teeth rising out of the tide. 

She dressed quickly in her woollen gown and pulled on her father’s old fisherman’s sweater, the cuffs frayed, the salt stiff in the weave. The tower’s inner stairway was cold under her bare feet, each step worn to a shallow dip by generations of keepers who had climbed this same spiral to tend the lamp. 

The smell met her halfway up. Whale oil and metal, and the faint lingering soot of last night’s burning. It was a smell that belonged to the lantern room, a mingling of work and watchfulness, and to Elspeth it always carried a pulse of danger, as if the light itself were some living thing that might flare in anger if neglected. 

She found her father already at the lantern, sleeves rolled above his wrists, his hands moving with that slow, exacting care she knew so well. He was trimming the wicks, leaning close to inspect the blackened edges where yesterday’s flame had eaten its way through the oiled cotton. His hair, once dark as the rocks below, was streaked white at the temples, and the early light from the narrow panes cut sharp lines into his weathered face. 

“You slept through the first bell,” Jonas Morwenna said, without looking around. “Sea was talking all night. You hear it proper; it tells you when a storm is coming.” 

“I heard enough of it,” Elspeth answered, moving to the window. The horizon was a bruised band, the colour of clotted blood where the clouds sat heavy on the water. Beyond the reef, the waves were already lifting their shoulders, white foam torn away by the wind before it could break. 

Closer in, she could see the wet glimmer of the rocks, slick and dark as if something beneath the surface were pressing upward. At low tide, they showed their full height, jagged fangs that had taken more ships than any living fisherman cared to count. Anchored in the grey between sea and sky, the tower stood on its own outcrop, a pillar of pale stone banded with the soot and salt of decades. 

Her father followed her gaze for a moment, then turned back to his task. He tested the reservoir, pressed his thumb against the brass to gauge the weight of oil within, and made a low, impatient sound with his tongue.

“It is low,” Elspeth said.

“Low is not empty,” he replied. “There is enough for tonight. Trinity House counted the barrels. They always do.” 

The name settled between them like a third presence. Men in city offices, tallying lamps and lives by ink and ledger. They would not hear the sea the way Jonas did. They would not lie awake feeling the tower vibrate to each impact of wave on rock, bones matching its shudder. 

Elspeth turned from the window and moved around the lantern’s great glass eye. The metal ribs that held the panels made a cage around her father, and she stepped carefully between them, wary of brushing the polished prisms with her sleeve. Each curve of glass caught the morning light and stretched it, bending it into thin white blades across the floor. The whole room felt like the inside of some enormous, patient machine that had been watching the sea for longer than her lifetime. 

“Fog again by evening,” Jonas said. “You can smell it already. The wet is different. Not rain. Not yet.”

She inhaled, testing the air as he had taught her. There was the sharp tang of salt and kelp, and beneath it a sweetness that clung to her tongue, as if the clouds were made of rotting flowers. Fog meant trouble for the fishing boats and for the steamers that passed farther out. Fog meant the light must not fail. 

“I will take the first watch tonight,” Elspeth offered. “You can sleep at dusk, and I will wake you at midnight.”

Jonas glanced at her then, grey eyes narrowing. “You will come up with me at dusk, that is all. There is time yet before you take a night alone.”

She almost argued. At sixteen, she could coil a rope as tight as any man in the village, could read a chart and mark a bearing, could clean the lantern panes until they shone like clear water. Yet in his silence, she heard the old fear, the one he seldom named. The tower was high, the sea unforgiving, and she was his only child. 

Instead, she asked, “Will we go down to the shore this morning? The tide will be at its lowest soon. I want to see how far the reef comes out today.” 

Jonas’s hands paused on the wick. For the space of a heartbeat, the only sound was the wind fingering at the glass. Then he shook his head briskly, as if dismissing his own hesitation.

“You stay clear of the lower path,” he said. “Storm last week took a bite out of it. Rocks are loose. You go as far as the first pool, no more.” 

“I will be careful.”

“You will be obedient.”

There was no anger in his tone, only the flat weight of habit. It was the same voice he used when calling out bearings to a ship in trouble, a voice that expected to be heard. Elspeth nodded all the same, because some part of her still shrank from disappointing him.

He finished with the wicks, adjusted the height of each little tongue of cotton, and set the glass chimneys back in place with a soft clink. For now, the lantern remained dark, its power contained in oil and mechanism, waiting for the fall of night. 

“Go on, then,” Jonas said. “Fetch your boots and your coat. If you mean to go down, you go with me, not on your own.”

Elspeth’s heart gave a small leap. There had been days when he forbade the shore altogether, when the sea ran too high, or the wind came from the east with that knife edge that meant treacherous swells between the rocks. She dipped her head so he would not see her smile and hurried back down the stairs, fingers skimming the damp stone as she went. 

In the kitchen at the base of the tower, the air was warmer. The iron stove still held a little heat from the porridge he had cooked before dawn, and the low windows were misted so thickly that only a pale blur of daylight came through. Her boots stood by the door, crusted with old salt, and beside them hung her oilskin coat, its canvas stained from years of spray. 

She laced the boots tight, careful to double the knots, then wrestled the coat on and drew the hood up over her hair. From the peg above, she took the small hand lantern, its glass cloudy with age. There was comfort in its weight. A lesser cousin to the great eye at the tower’s crown, but still a little piece of guided light held close. 

When she stepped outside, the wind caught at her hood and pushed her back a half step. The sky was the colour of pewter, dull and hard, and the gulls wheeled low, their cries thin and ragged as torn cloth. Below, down the steep track that clung to the side of the rock, the sea churned in restless shades of green and iron. 

Her father joined her, fastening the last button of his coat, the oilskin stretched tight across his broad shoulders. For a moment, they stood together, looking down at the boiling water and the narrow suggestion of a path that led to the lower shelf of rock.

“Keep to my heels,” Jonas said. “If the wind takes you, you go flat to the stone, and you do not move until I tell you.”

“Yes, Father.”

They began the descent, boots scraping on damp steps carved straight into the rock face. The rail on her right was only a thick rope, salt stiff and frayed in places, but Elspeth’s fingers clung to it as to a lifeline. The higher roar of the sea rose to meet them, filling her ears, filling her chest, until it felt as if she were walking not toward the water but into the throat of some vast, unseen thing. 

Far below, where the tide had withdrawn as far as it dared, the first slick shapes of the exposed reef broke the surface. Elspeth narrowed her eyes, watching the way the water streamed off them, pale foam tracing lines along the dark stone. For a heartbeat, she thought she saw shapes more deliberate than nature in those patterns, curves, and cuts that suggested a hand had once worked there.

She blinked, and the vision was gone. Only rock remained, black and wet and waiting.
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By the time they reached the lower shelf, Elspeth’s legs ached and her fingers burned from gripping the rope. The rock levelled out suddenly beneath her boots, slick with weed and thin films of water that winked in what little light the sky allowed. Pools lay in every hollow, some no bigger than a hand, some wide enough to bathe in, each holding its own trapped piece of the sea.

Jonas checked the line of the tide with a quick, practised glance. A thin rim of foam marked where the last wave had reached, several yards farther inland. Beyond it, the reef thrust itself out toward open water, black and wet and crowded with gulls.

“You keep this edge,” he called over the noise of the surf. “You see where the weed ends? You do not cross that.”

She nodded, though his eyes were already on the horizon. When he walked away along the shelf, heading for the far stack where the signal bell crouched on its iron frame, she felt the sudden absence of his bulk like a door closing.

Wind skated low across the rock, lifting the edges of her coat. Elspeth lifted her lantern instead, though the night wick inside remained unlit. Habit more than need. The glass caught the grey of the morning and scattered it, laying a faint sheen over the nearest pool.

She crouched there, knees cracking in protest. Inside the water, tiny creatures clung to stone and weed. A pale anemone opened and closed on nothing, its frilled mouth working in the thin current. A crab, no larger than her thumb, dragged itself sideways under a ledge. This was the part of the shore she loved best, the brief hours when the sea withdrew enough to show what it usually hid.

Something else caught her eye. Not movement, not colour, but a line that refused to sit properly with the others.

She leaned closer, fingers splayed on either side of the pool to keep her balance. At first, she thought it was just the way the rock had fractured, a long pale scar running across the darker surface. Then she saw its neighbours. Another line, and another, meeting it at angles too clean to be chance.

Her breath shallowed. The shape was half buried in weed and sand, but there was a pattern to it, a curve that might have been a circle if the rest had not disappeared beneath a crust of barnacles. The more she stared, the more it resolved itself into deliberate cuts.

“Elspeth.”

Her father’s voice came sharp across the roar of the water. She flinched and almost slipped, catching herself on a cold lip of stone.

“I am here,” she called back.

He was little more than a heavy outline against the pale sky, standing near the bell with one hand on the frame. His coat flapped around him like a torn sail.

“Watch your footing,” he shouted. “Sea will turn quick. You have an hour, no more.”

“I know.”

“Do not go past the pools.”

“I heard you.”

He held her gaze for a moment, even at that distance, then turned back to his work. The bell’s chain rattled softly as he tested it, a faint sound nearly lost under the boom and hiss of the surf.

When his back was to her again, Elspeth looked once more at the rock.

This time she slid her hand down into the cold water, letting her fingertips skim the submerged surface. The chill bit into her skin, sharp enough to make her grit her teeth. She brushed aside a sheet of weed, disturbing a scatter of sand that clouded the pool before settling in streaks.

The markings cleared.

They were not deep, no more than the depth of the edge of a knife, but they ran true. A curve, almost complete now that she had uncovered more of it, and within that, smaller intersecting lines that reminded her of the lamp room above, all ribs and glass and turning light. At the centre, where the rock dipped, the groove seemed darker, as if some trace of old soot lay pressed in it.

This was no idle scratch of fishermen or children. It was too careful. Too old. The idea of another hand working this stone made something in her chest tighten.

“Father,” she called.

The wind took the word and threw it aside. Jonas did not turn. He had begun to hammer at a bolt that held the bell’s frame to its base, the blows ringing out in a dull metal rhythm.

Elspeth swallowed and looked back down. Her fingers had gone numb, but she did not pull them free. The longer she kept them flat against the marks, the more conscious she grew of the stone’s texture, the way the cuts broke its natural grain.

For a moment, she imagined the hand that had made them. Not her father’s, whose fingers were thick and blunt and better suited to rope and wrench than to such fine work. 

Some other man, perhaps long dead, crouched here as she crouched, following a design only he understood.

Another wave crashed out beyond the shelf, heavier than the rest. Spray leapt high, blown sideways in a white sheet that spattered her cheek. 

She blinked the salt away and realized the pool’s surface had started to quiver. The tide had not yet reached this far, but the stone itself vibrated with the force of the distant impact.

Her fingertips tingled.

Elspeth snatched her hand back. The cold retreated in a sharp rush, leaving an ache deep in each joint. She flexed her fingers, then pressed her palm against her skirt to dry it. 

When she looked again, the water over the lines was still and clear once more. Nothing moved but a few strands of weed that drifted like hair.

“Do not be foolish,” she muttered to herself.

Her own voice steadied her. She leaned in one last time, letting her eyes trace the pattern from beginning to end so she would not forget it. A circle, broken on one side. A smaller circle within, cut through by three straight lines that met in the middle. Along the outer edge, she thought she could see notches, like teeth or small arrows.

It felt like a question carved into the world.

“Elspeth.”

Jonas again, closer now. She stood, joints protesting after too long crouched. He was picking his way back along the shelf, bell inspected, shoulders hunched against the wind.

“You will come up,” he said as soon as he was within an easy shout. “Sea’s getting up quick. We do not wait for it here.”

She glanced back at the pool. From where she stood now, the marks vanished completely, lost beneath reflection and shadow. Only a dull oval of water remained, no different from the dozens around it.

“There is something cut into the stone,” she began. “Here, look. Under the water.”

“You can show me when the tide is kinder,” he said. “Not today.”

“It might not show the same next time.”

“Then you will remember it.”

He reached out, his hand closing firmly around her arm, not rough but unwilling to be refused. With one last downward glance, Elspeth let herself be turned toward the path.

As they started back, another wave struck the outer reef. The impact boomed through the hollow spaces in the rock, travelling up through her soles and spine. 

For a heartbeat, it seemed to her that the sound did not fade in the usual way but lingered somewhere deeper, as if the stone itself were echoing something older than the sea.

She did not look back. If the pool held anything more than water and weed and the faint ghost of old cuts, she would see it again. The tide did not forget the places it touched. And now, she thought, neither did she.
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The climb back to the tower felt steeper than the descent. Elspeth’s legs still hummed from the effort on the rocks, and the taste of salt lay thick on her tongue. Behind her, her father’s boots thudded in their familiar three-beat rhythm on the steps: two strides, then a pause to breathe, then two more. The pattern had been the metronome of her childhood, measuring nights, storms, and all the in-between hours when sleep would not quite come.

In the kitchen, they shrugged off their coats. Water pattered from the hems and pooled on the flagstones. Jonas hung his oilskin on its peg and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing up in salt-stiff tufts.

“You will put the kettle on,” he said. “Tea, then the log.”

The log. Always the log.

Elspeth moved to the stove without answering. The little iron door still held a glow, and a few practiced motions coaxed the fire back into a steady orange. She filled the blackened kettle from the earthenware jug, set it in its accustomed spot, and listened to the first restless hiss as drops boiled away on the hot metal.

On the table near the far wall, beneath the small window that looked inland toward the faint smudge of the village, the station logbook waited. Its leather cover had gone shiny with handling. Shallow ridges of old salt had dried along the edges where damp fingers had turned the pages.

Her father crossed to it and flipped it open with care that bordered on reverence. The ink bottle beside it clinked as he lifted it to test the level.

“Fetch the pen,” he said. “Not that one. The other. The fine nib.”

She opened the drawer and found the pen nestled among folded cloths and a coil of spare wick. Jonas took it from her, dipped it, then stood for a moment with the pen held above the clean square of today’s entry space, eyes half closed as if listening.

He always paused like that. Elspeth had once asked if he was waiting for the right words. He had answered that a keeper’s words were not his own. They belonged to the record.

He began to write, speaking under his breath as he formed the letters, a habit he fell into when tired.

“Wind fresh, south-west by south. Sea state rising. Tide low at nine twenty. Bell frame inspected. No visitors.”

His script was meticulous, each line marching obediently after the last. The ink shone wetly for a moment before the page drank it in.

“Put the time,” he murmured, without looking up. “When we went to the reef.”

“Eight fifty,” Elspeth said.

He noted it down, then drew a small dash to mark the end of the entry. For most days in the log, that would have been enough. Weather, wind, duties performed, and the steady, unquestioned rhythm of service.

He did not close the book.

Instead, Jonas rested the pen in its groove and ran his fingertips along the previous page, smudged with faint salt stains and the occasional stray dot of ink. A line near the top bore yesterday’s note:

Fog in the early hours. One vessel observed, no signal made.

He tapped the margin beside it.

“That one will not be the last,” he said. “Fog is creeping sooner. You saw the colour on the horizon.”

Elspeth poured the tea. The kettle had started its soft, complaining whisper, the sound that lived somewhere between a hiss and a sigh. She set one chipped mug by his elbow and kept the other for herself, the heat prickling her palms through the thin ceramic.

“There was something on the rock,” she said.

He did not look away from the page. “Weeds and limpets and fool’s gold. There always is.”

“Not that. Cut into the stone. A circle, almost whole, with lines inside it. Like the lantern ribs.”

Jonas’s hand closed around the pen again, though he did not pick it up. “Fishermen get bored when the catch is poor. They carve their names, their marks, whatever nonsense their fathers taught them.”

“This was not a name.”

“All marks are names of a sort.”

“They were old,” she insisted. “Older than your boots and your father’s before them. The stone over them has worn away. The lines are still sharp.”

He lifted his head at that, slowly. His eyes found hers and held them, searching for something behind the words she had chosen.

“You will not go scraping at rocks that are not yours,” he said.

“I only moved the weed aside.”

“Then that is all you will do.”

“It felt wrong.”

“What did?”

“The shape. Like it was waiting to be finished.”

A gust of wind shouldered at the window, making the glass flex in its frame. The little metal latch rattled. The sound shivered along Elspeth’s spine.

Jonas wiped the tip of the pen with a cloth, more forcefully than needed, as if putting the idea away with the ink.

“Every bit of coast is crowded with marks,” he said. “Saint’s crosses. Smugglers’ sigils. The nonsense of boys with knives. You do not look for meaning in each one. You look for loose stone, rotten weed, real dangers.”

“It looked like the lamp,” she said quietly. “Not the glass. The way the light sits. As if someone had seen it from outside and then tried to draw it.”

“There is no outside to the light,” he snapped.

The words hung between them.

Elspeth blinked. Jonas seldom raised his voice under this roof. Not for broken crockery, not for clumsy hands, not even on nights when they both waded through exhaustion, and the lamp chimney needed cleaning a third time.

“You told me yourself,” she said, after a moment. “From out at sea, the light sees further than we do. That is the point of it. It reaches past the rocks, past the ships.”

He exhaled through his nose, a sound that might have been annoyance or might have been something more fragile.

“Drink your tea,” he said. “You will take the glass cloth up and clean the lower panes. If this wind holds, they will be fouled with salt again by evening.”

“I thought we might...” She paused, choosing her path through the sentence. “We might note the marks. In the log.”

His head turned sharply. “For what purpose?”

“They are on the shore we keep. They are part of what we see.”

“The log is for weather and ships,” he said. “Not for scratches that put thoughts into a girl’s head.”

Her cheeks flushed hot. “If you will not, I can. There is space at the bottom.”

“You will not touch the logbook.”

She knew better than to answer, but the impulse to push against his certainty rose stubbornly.

“We mark birds when they strike the glass,” she said. “We mark when the bell chain freezes. Why not this?”

“Because birds and chains are our business. The rock has been here long before you or me. It will be here after we are gone. It does not need your ink.”

He closed the log then, more abruptly than usual, pressing his palm flat on the cover as if settling something restless.

“You will mind your tasks,” he said. “Leave the stone to itself.”

Elspeth took a breath that did not quite fill her lungs. The kitchen felt smaller, the low ceiling pressing down, the stove’s warmth suddenly oppressive.

“Yes, Father.”

The words tasted like surrender, though she made herself keep her tone neutral. Jonas nodded once, satisfied with the answer if not with the question that had prompted it.

He lifted his mug, swallowed half the tea without seeming to notice its heat, then set it down and reached for his coat again.

“Where are you going?”

“Up.”

“It is not time yet.”

“It will be soon enough.”

He pulled the oilskin over his shoulders and fastened two of the toggles with quick, practised jerks.

“Clean the glass,” he said. “Then see to the wick cloths. Do not go down again today.”

When the door closed behind him, the sound struck Elspeth like the sealing of a hatch.

For a while, she stood where she was, hands curled around her cooling mug, ears straining to catch the rhythm of his ascent on the spiral stair. When it faded, the kitchen filled with quieter noises: the soft tick of the stove’s metal as it settled, the distant, constant rumour of the sea.

Her gaze drifted back to the log.

The leather cover bore a faint crescent mark where some long-ago keeper had set down a cup still wet on its rim. She traced that shape with her eyes, not daring to move closer.

If she looked now, she knew what she would see. The neat column of dates, the tidy weather notations, her father’s unwavering hand. A blank space beneath today’s entry where a single extra line could fit.

She imagined the words as they might appear there:

Unusual carvings observed on the lower reef at low tide.

No, she thought. He was right about one thing. The log did not belong to her. Not yet.

She drained her tea, grimaced at the bitter dregs, and picked up the folded glass cloth from the back of the chair. Its linen felt rough and familiar against her fingers, worn soft at the corners from years of use.

Work first. Questions after. That was the way of the tower. The sea could howl and whisper all it liked against the walls; inside, there were tasks that must not wait.

Elspeth squared her shoulders and started for the stairs, the cloth tucked under her arm. Somewhere above her, the great lamp sat idle in its cage of glass and brass, blind for now, waiting for dusk.

She could not shake the feeling that, down on the reef, something else was waiting too.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​The First Calling

[image: ]


By the time afternoon sank toward evening, the horizon had vanished. The world beyond the lighthouse blurred into a uniform pall of grey, sky and sea sewn together by a single, seamless stitch of fog. The sound of the waves changed with it. Where they had roared and crashed, they now thudded, the impact dulled and smothered as if the mist were a thick cloth thrown over the ocean.

Elspeth stood in the lantern room with the glass cloth in her hand and a knot in her chest that would not loosen. She had wiped each pane twice already, working in slow, careful circles until her arm ached, but she could not convince herself that the salt was truly gone. Whenever she stepped back, she imagined she could see a new smear, a ghost of a streak that had not been there before.

Below her, the foghorn gave its first call.

The note rose from somewhere deep in the tower’s bones, a long, low bellow that seemed to vibrate in her teeth and in the hollow spaces of her ribs. It was meant for ships out in the murk, but up here it filled the room as surely as the mist filled the air outside. The sound went on and on, until she wondered if it would ever stop. When it did, the silence it left behind felt bruised.

She pressed her palm flat against one of the metal ribs that held the glass. The tower hummed faintly under her skin, still singing with the echo of the horn.

“Stop dawdling,” Jonas said behind her. “We will light within the hour. You will want your eyes clear by then.”

She turned. Her father stood hunched in the narrow doorway, shoulders broader than the frame, a dark shape edged with the thin light that seeped through the stairwell. His face looked different in the fog-filtered dusk, the lines deeper, the eyes set farther back.

“The panes are clean,” she said.

“Then lay out the wick cloths. Check them again.”

“You checked them after dinner.”

“And now you will check them. Go on.”

There was no room in his voice for argument. Elspeth folded the cloth over the rail, smoothed it with her fingertips, and went to the cabinet where the spare wicks and cleaning rags were kept. The little door stuck, as it always did when the weather turned wet, and she had to put her shoulder into it before it gave with a protesting creak.

Behind her, Jonas moved to the centre of the room. She heard the small sounds that meant he was readying the great lamp for its nightly duty: the adjustment of the burner, the soft jolt as he tested the mechanism that would turn the lens, the faint clink of glass against brass. These were comforting noises, ordinary and precise. They did not match the way her heart had begun to thump.

She laid the wick cloths out on the side table, careful not to touch them with fingers that might still carry a trace of grit or oil. When she straightened, the foghorn called again.

This time, the note seemed to rise more slowly, as if being pulled up from a great depth. It swelled until it pressed against her eardrums, then dropped without warning, leaving a ringing absence.

“Is it always that loud?” she asked.

“It means to be heard,” Jonas said.

“It sounds different.”

“Different from what?”

“From last week.”

He gave a small snort. “Fog makes a liar of every sound. It bends them, dulls them, throws them back. You do not listen to the way it changes. You listen for the pattern. That is what ships hear.”

She let out a slow breath. The floor beneath her boots felt less solid than it had that morning, as if the whole tower had been set adrift on something she could not see.

“When will the men come with the oil?” she asked.

“When they come.”

“You said they would be here before the end of the week.”

“I said what needed saying.”

“And what if the light falters before then?”

He turned sharply at that. For a moment, she saw something raw flicker across his face, some thought he had not meant to let near the surface.

“It will not falter,” he said. “I will see to that.”

“You cannot make oil from fog.”

“Enough.”

The single word cracked through the room like a small, hard blow. Elspeth bit back the rest of the sentence that had been pushing at her tongue.

Jonas looked past her, out into the blankness beyond the glass. There was nothing to see there but their own faint reflections, floating on the fog.

“You will fetch the matches,” he said quietly. “Then you will go down to the watch room and wait. I will tend the first lighting.”

“I always watch you light.”

“Not tonight.”

“Why?”

“Because I say so.”

“It is my light too.”

The admission surprised her as much as it seemed to surprise him. Jonas’s mouth tightened.

“You have eyes,” he said. “That is all the light asks of you. Now go.”

She did not move. The room felt too narrow, the ceiling too low. Somewhere beyond the glass, the sea hit the rocks with a muffled, heavy rumble like a distant cartwheel rolling over hollow ground.

“What if I see another mark?” she asked, the words rushing out. “On the rocks. Or somewhere else. What would you have me do?”

His jaw worked. For a moment, she thought he might cross the space between them and take her by the arm again, hard enough to bruise. Instead, he gripped the edge of the lamp housing, knuckles pale.

“You will do nothing,” he said. “You will turn your eyes back to your tasks. You will not go scratching at questions that are not yours.”

“Whose are they, then?”

He closed his eyes briefly, as if the very question hurt.

“The sea keeps its own counsel,” he answered. “And it does not share it with girls who should mind their clothes.”

The foghorn sounded again. The note dragged itself out of the tower’s throat like an animal in pain. For the first time, Elspeth heard something under it, a thread of sound that did not belong. Not quite a voice, not quite a word, but a shape of noise that made her skin prickle.

Her gaze snapped to Jonas. He had gone still, head tilted slightly, as if he, too, had heard it.

“You heard that,” she whispered.

“Heard what?”

“That... under the horn.”

“Wind in the vent.”

“It was not wind.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her fully.

“You will fetch the matches,” he repeated. “You will go down. You will not come up again until I call.”

There were arguments she might have made. She made none of them. Something in his expression, in the flatness of his voice, told her that this was not a mood she could push against safely.

Elspeth gathered the tin of matches from the shelf, the little box rattling against its sides, and backed toward the doorway.

“Do not lean out,” he said suddenly.

She paused. “I never lean out.”

“Do not stand too close to the glass. Not until the light is lit. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

She stepped through the doorway, the stone of the stairwell yawning down below her. The air there felt colder than it had that morning, as if the fog had seeped through the mortar and shouldered its way into the very heart of the tower.

Halfway down to the watch room, the foghorn called once more. The sound forced itself down the narrow shaft, amplifying until the very walls seemed to shake. Elspeth clapped her free hand over one ear, but it did little good. The note did not simply assault from outside; it seemed to bloom inside her skull, filling every hollow space.

And again, beneath it, she heard the other sound.

This time it was clearer. A drawn-out syllable, rising and falling with the horn’s cry. Somewhere in that shapeless moan, she thought she heard her own name.

“El...”

The match tin slipped in her damp fingers and clattered against the stone. The horn’s call ended, cut short as if a knife had severed it. The echo lingered, then died.

She stood frozen on the stairs, chest heaving, hand pressed flat against the cold wall.

“Jonas?” she called, her voice thin.

From above, there came no answer.

She forced herself to bend and retrieve the match tin, fingers clumsy with trembling. The metal felt icy against her palm.

Do not be a fool, she told herself. The horn bellows. The stone rings. Your own head is full of its beating. That is all.

The words helped enough to move her feet. She descended the rest of the way to the watch room, each step measured and careful.

The small chamber halfway up the tower had once been a place of comfort to her. It's low ceiling, its narrow bunk, its single porthole window that looked out toward the land rather than the sea. Tonight, it felt like the inside of a cupboard.

Elspeth set the matches on the little table by the door and sat on the edge of the bunk. She folded her hands in her lap to keep them from shaking and tried to listen for the familiar sounds of her father lighting the lamp above.

They did not come.

No soft scrape of a match. No faint whoosh of flame taking hold. No muttered curse as smoke stung his eyes.

Instead, there was only the restless push of the sea and, far below, the eerie quiet where the horn should have been.

She stood.

The rules of the tower were as solid as its stones. When Jonas said ‘down’, she stayed down. When he said wait, she waited. He had taught her that obedience was not a courtesy but a protection.

But the horn was silent. The fog was thick. And for the first time since she had learned to climb these stairs, she felt sure that the usual rules did not fit whatever had moved into this night.

She stepped back into the stairwell and began to climb.

The air grew colder with each turn of the spiral. A fine dampness slicked the stones, making her fingertips slide. Halfway up, the horn gave a short, strangled
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