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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB WRITES CONTEMPORARY romance that leans into tender tension, quiet bravery, and the kind of love that feels earned rather than rushed. These stories focus on emotionally realistic choices, clean low-heat intimacy, and relationships that grow through trust, boundaries, and small, meaningful acts of care.
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For the ones who learned to guard their hearts with silence, and for the ones who patiently proved that gentleness can be a kind of truth.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Celeste Arden is a heritage-structure engineer who fixes old places for a living and keeps her own life carefully unshared, as if privacy is the only way she knows to stay safe.

Gavin Reed is an artist working on a quiet commission that brought him to the edge of the sea, carrying the calm voice of someone who learned long ago how to disappear in plain sight.

Imani Brooks is Celeste’s best friend and steady reality-check, the kind of person who can read a single pause in a sentence and know what it means.

Hugh Calder is the lighthouse caretaker, a man who treats the building like a living thing and notices everything, even when he says he doesn’t.

Leonie Park is the local council project lead, practical and sharp, protective of the community’s history, and not easily impressed by outsiders.

Kellan Voss is the ferry dispatcher, friendly on the surface, unpredictable underneath, and far too interested in who comes and goes when storms roll in.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction Scene

[image: ]


The wind hit the passenger door like it was trying to pry it open.

Celeste kept one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the clipboard pressed against her thigh, as if paper could anchor her to something solid. The truck’s headlights carved two pale lanes through the rain, and beyond them the world was just black water, wet rock, and a road that ended exactly where it wanted to end: at the cliff.

A lighthouse should have looked romantic in weather like this. A soft beam, a brave little tower, a postcard promise. Instead, the structure at the road’s end looked like a tired sentinel, shoulders hunched against the storm, its white paint dulled by salt and time. The lantern room was dark. The restoration scaffolding clung to the tower in crooked silhouettes. The whole place seemed to be holding its breath.

Celeste exhaled, counted to three, and checked her phone again. No signal. Of course.

Earlier, the call had been brief and urgent, the kind of call that didn’t ask if you wanted to say yes.

Hairline fractures found after the last high tide. A shift in the outer stairwell. A storm warning was upgraded. Ferry service suspended. A caretaker refused to leave the site because the generator was acting up and the lantern room needed to stay protected. Leonie from the local council had asked the question twice, as if the answer could change if she pressed hard enough.

Can you get there tonight, Ms. Arden.

Celeste had said yes before thinking, because that was who she was when people were desperate. The part of her that kept her life small did not interfere with the part of her that showed up.

Now she sat in the truck with the engine running and the wipers fighting a losing battle, watching the outline of the lighthouse sway in her vision every time the rain thickened. The world felt narrowed down to this: a cliff road, an old tower, and a decision she could no longer undo.

She picked up her bag, slid the clipboard inside it, and tugged her hood up. The wind grabbed the hood immediately, yanking it back like an impatient hand. Celeste gritted her teeth, stepped out, and shut the door with more force than necessary.

The cold slapped her cheeks. Rain ran down the back of her neck. The air tasted like salt and metal.

She forced her boots forward across the gravel toward the small service building tucked behind the lighthouse. A strip of light showed at the bottom of its door. That was good. Good meant people. People meant the caretaker was here, alive, awake, and hopefully not stubborn enough to climb scaffolding in this weather.

Celeste reached for the handle.

The door opened before her fingers touched it.

For a split second, she only saw a shape in the warm rectangle of light. Then the figure stepped forward, and the shape became a man with wet dark hair and a thick sweater that looked like it had been pulled on in a hurry. He held the door with one hand, braced against the wind like he’d been expecting a fight. His gaze landed on Celeste and sharpened, not hostile, but wary in the way someone is wary when the world has taught them to be.

“You’re not Hugh,” he said.

His voice was calm, but it carried an edge of surprise that sounded like a question he didn’t want to ask.

Celeste straightened, rain dripping off her lashes. “I’m here for the structural assessment.”

The man didn’t move aside. He didn’t smile. He looked her up and down once, quick and controlled, then met her eyes again.

“Leonie sent you,” he said, like he was confirming a detail for himself, not for her.

“Yes.” Celeste held up her damp clipboard like it was a badge. “Celeste.”

She offered only her first name without thinking. It was a habit. It was safer. It didn’t give the world anything it could hold onto.

The man’s gaze flicked to the clipboard and back to her face. In the pause that followed, Celeste became painfully aware of how alone the cliff felt, how the road behind her vanished into darkness, how easy it would be for fear to turn this moment into something bigger than it was.

He stepped aside at last. “Come in before you get soaked through.”

It was almost funny, because she already was.

Celeste walked in, and warmth wrapped around her like a reluctant kindness. The room smelled faintly of coffee and old wood. A small heater glowed in the corner. Tools sat on a workbench, neatly arranged, the kind of neatness that came from someone who liked control.

The man shut the door and latched it. The wind still shoved at the building, but it sounded farther away now, like it had been pushed outside the boundaries of this small square of light.

He faced her again. “I’m not the caretaker,” he said, as if he realized he had to explain. “Hugh stepped out to check the generator shed. I’m... here.”

Celeste waited.

The man’s jaw tightened, the smallest tension at the hinge. He looked like someone who could speak easily when he chose to, but in this particular moment he was choosing his words like they mattered.

“I’m Gavin,” he said at last.

Just a first name, offered the same way she’d offered hers, like a coin placed carefully on a table.

Celeste nodded once, a quiet acceptance that was also a quiet relief. “Okay.”

Gavin’s eyes held hers for a beat too long, and Celeste felt something odd shift under her ribs. Not attraction in the obvious sense. Not fireworks. It was the sharper sensation of being seen in a way she didn’t invite often.

“I didn’t know they were sending anyone tonight,” he said.

“Neither did I,” Celeste admitted. “I got the call an hour ago. Roads are a mess.”

“They wanted to make sure you’d still come,” Gavin said, and something in his tone made it sound like he understood what it meant to be asked for something at the last minute, like your plans didn’t belong to you.

Celeste shrugged out of her wet jacket. Underneath, her sweater clung to her arms from the rain. She resisted the instinct to pull at the fabric, to hide the shape of herself, to smooth away evidence of being a person.

“Where’s the damage?” she asked, because work gave her a line to walk on.

Gavin pointed toward a set of blueprints spread on the table. “Leonie left them. Hugh showed me the crack lines they saw after the last tide.”

“You’re part of the project,” Celeste said, not a question this time.

Gavin hesitated again, and Celeste noticed it the way she noticed stress fractures: tiny, easy to miss, but meaningful.

“I’m doing the interior mural work for the visitor center,” he said, and then, like he was correcting himself, “I’m supposed to be.”

“Supposed to be,” Celeste echoed.

Gavin’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “The ferry shut down before I could leave. So now I’m stranded with paint I can’t use and a tower that doesn’t want to cooperate.”

Celeste glanced toward the lighthouse window, where the storm pressed itself against the glass like a warning. “You’re staying here tonight?”

Gavin followed her gaze. “Apparently.”

Celeste’s throat tightened. She didn’t like isolation. Not because she feared being alone, but because isolation gave the past too much room to talk. And tonight, on a cliff, with the ferry stopped and the road swallowed by weather, isolation wasn’t a feeling. It was a fact.

“Leonie told me Hugh refused to leave,” she said.

“He won’t,” Gavin said simply. “He talks to the lighthouse like it’s a person. He thinks if he stays close enough, he can keep it standing.”

Celeste looked back at the table. The blueprints were marked with careful red circles. Someone had drawn quick notes in the margins, written with urgency.

She set her bag down and leaned over the paper. “Show me.”

Gavin moved beside her. Close enough that Celeste could feel heat from him, not in a romantic way, but in the physical way bodies share space. His shoulder almost touched hers as he pointed to a section near the base.

“They found this after the last tide,” he said. “Hugh says the crack wasn’t there before.”

Celeste traced the mark with her finger, then stopped herself, mindful of ink. “Could be salt expansion,” she murmured. “Or vibration. Or...” Her mind ran through possibilities like a checklist, comforting in its logic.

Gavin watched her hands. “You’re not afraid,” he said, and it landed strangely, like he was naming something she hadn’t realized she was doing.

Celeste glanced up. “Of what?”

“Storms,” he said. “Old buildings. Being alone out here.”

Celeste wanted to lie. The easiest lie was a shrug, a careless laugh, a joke about engineers being allergic to fear. But lying had become a habit that didn’t always protect her the way it used to. Sometimes it just made her lonely.

“I’m afraid,” she said instead. “I just don’t let it choose for me.”

Gavin’s expression softened, but not into pity. Into something more careful. Respect, maybe. Or recognition.

For a moment, the room was quiet except for the rain hammering the roof.

Then a sharp clatter sounded outside, followed by a muffled curse.

Gavin moved first, reaching for the door latch. “That’ll be Hugh.”

He opened the door, and the caretaker stumbled in with a flashlight and a face carved by years of wind. Hugh shook water off his hat like a dog, then froze when he saw Celeste.

“Thank the sea,” Hugh said, and his voice was rough but warm. “You made it.”

Celeste stepped forward. “Celeste. I’m here to assess the structure and advise on immediate safety.”

Hugh’s gaze flicked to the clipboard, then to her face. His eyes were sharp, the eyes of a man who had watched ships through fog and could spot trouble before it arrived.

“Good,” Hugh said. “Because the generator’s acting like it wants to die, and I won’t leave the tower dark if I can help it.”

Gavin closed the door and re-latched it. The storm became an outside thing again.

Hugh set the flashlight down, then looked between Celeste and Gavin. “You two exchange full names yet, or are we playing that game tonight?”

Celeste felt her spine go still. Not fear, not exactly. The old reflex of caution, the instinct that said a name can open doors you don’t want opened.

Gavin didn’t answer right away. He glanced at Celeste, and she realized he was waiting to see what she would do, as if he didn’t want to force the moment.

Celeste lifted her chin slightly. “Only first names,” she said.

Hugh grunted like he didn’t care. “Suit yourselves. Storm doesn’t care what we’re called.”

But Gavin’s eyes stayed on her for another beat, and in that beat Celeste felt a quiet agreement form between them. A boundary. A shared decision. It was oddly intimate, more intimate than a flirtation, because it involved trust without proof.

Only a first name, for now.

Hugh spread the blueprints wider and spoke fast, pointing out areas where the stairwell had shifted, where water pooled, where the scaffolding bolts needed checking. Celeste listened, asked questions, and made notes. Gavin stayed close, sometimes answering before Hugh did, sometimes simply watching her work like he was learning her by how she moved.

When Celeste finally stepped out into the storm to inspect the exterior, Gavin came with her without being asked, holding the flashlight steady as she measured angles and listened for the sound of strain in the metal.

“You don’t have to do this,” Celeste shouted over the wind.

Gavin angled the light so she could see. “I know.”

“You’re not responsible for this tower.”

“I’m not here for the tower,” he called back, and then his eyes met hers in the beam of the flashlight and the sentence became something else, something that made Celeste’s chest tighten in a way she couldn’t explain.

Back inside, Celeste peeled off her wet gloves and wrote her immediate safety recommendation on the top sheet. Hugh nodded grimly, already planning what he’d do next. The kind of man who didn’t sleep when a place needed him.

Leonie’s voice crackled suddenly from the old radio on the shelf, breaking in and out between weather updates.

Celeste’s heart lurched. For a second, she thought she’d heard her own last name. Not spoken clearly, not confirmed, just a sound that resembled it enough to wake a buried fear.

She froze, pen hovering.

Gavin noticed. He didn’t speak. He didn’t ask. He simply stepped closer, blocking the radio slightly with his shoulder as if he could physically shield her from whatever she thought she’d heard.

Hugh fiddled with the dial and the voice dissolved into static.

Celeste swallowed. She forced her hand to move again.

Gavin’s voice came low beside her, meant only for her. “Only a first name,” he said, repeating it like a promise.

Celeste didn’t look up right away. If she did, she might show too much.

She finished the note, tore the page free, and handed it to Hugh. “No one goes up the outer stairwell tonight,” she said. “Not until morning. The wind load is too high.”

Hugh nodded, serious. “Agreed.”

Gavin leaned back against the workbench, crossing his arms. “Morning,” he said, tasting the word like it had weight.

Celeste glanced toward the window again. Darkness pressed against it. The lighthouse stood out there, silent and stubborn, the sea roaring below. Morning felt far away.

Hugh rubbed a hand over his face. “Ferry’s shut down until further notice. Roads will likely flood before they clear. You’re both stuck here.”

Celeste’s stomach dipped. Not because she couldn’t handle being stuck. Because being stuck meant being known, even a little, by someone she hadn’t planned for. It meant time. It meant conversation. It meant the possibility of a connection she didn’t have space for.

Gavin’s gaze met hers, steady. “There’s a spare room,” he said. “Hugh showed me earlier.”

Celeste’s voice came out carefully. “And you?”

“I’ll take the couch,” Gavin said too quickly, and it sounded like he was trying to remove any threat from the air between them. “I’m not—” He stopped, then started again. “I won’t make you uncomfortable.”

Celeste believed him, which was the problem.

Because trust didn’t feel like a safe thing. It felt like standing at the edge of the cliff road again, the storm behind you and the dark ahead, and realizing you still had to choose a direction.

Hugh cleared his throat. “Before we settle in, we keep a log,” he said. “Site safety. Names, arrival times, who’s staying overnight. Council will ask.”

Celeste’s pulse kicked. Her fingers tightened around her pen.

Hugh slid a worn guestbook across the table. Its pages were thick, old, the kind that held ink as if it mattered. He opened it to a blank line and pushed it toward Celeste.

Celeste stared at the line. The space asked for more than it looked like it was asking for.

Gavin’s hand rested on the edge of the book, not touching hers, but close enough that she felt the option of contact.

“What if we don’t,” Gavin said quietly, his voice calm but firm. “What if we log first names only?”

Hugh frowned. “Council won’t like that.”

“Then they can ask us in the morning,” Gavin said. “If the ferry runs. If the roads are clear. If the tower is still standing.”

Hugh’s eyes narrowed, measuring. Then he huffed. “Fine. First names. But you write clearly.”

Celeste’s breath released in a slow line. She picked up the pen.

She wrote Celeste on the blank line, her handwriting neat and controlled.

Gavin took the pen next and wrote Gavin beneath it, the letters slightly slanted, confident but not showy.

Two first names in a storm, on a cliff, inside a room that smelled like old wood and salt.

Celeste should have felt relieved.

Instead she felt something else, a quiet tightening that didn’t belong to fear.

Because the moment Gavin set the pen down, a folded scrap of paper slipped from his sleeve and skidded across the table toward her, as if it had been waiting to escape.

Celeste’s eyes dropped to it before she could stop herself.

A name was written on the paper in dark ink. Not his first name. A full name.

Gavin’s hand shot out, too late, but he caught the edge before the paper could flip completely open.

Still, Celeste had already seen enough to know it wasn’t an accident.

Gavin froze, his fingers holding the paper like it could burn him. His eyes met hers, and for the first time since she arrived, his calm cracked just enough to show something raw underneath.

“Don’t,” he said softly, and it wasn’t a command. It was a plea.

Celeste’s throat went dry.

Outside, the wind slammed into the building again, impatient and hungry.

Inside, Celeste realized the “only first names” rule had just been broken, and whatever Gavin was protecting was now sitting between them on the table, demanding to be either hidden or faced.

Celeste didn’t reach for the paper.

But she also didn’t look away.

And in that suspended second, she knew this night was no longer just about a lighthouse and a storm.

It was about what a name could ruin, and what it could rescue.

It was about why Gavin had brought his full name here at all.

And why, for the first time in a long time, Celeste wanted to know it.
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​Chapter 1: The Paper Between Us
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Celeste kept her eyes on Gavin’s hand, not on the paper. The scrap was small, rain-soft at the edges, but it felt enormous on the table between them, like it had a pulse of its own. Gavin’s fingers held it too carefully, as if the wrong grip would tear it and let something spill out that he could never gather back.

“I won’t,” Celeste said, and she meant it. The words came out steadier than her thoughts. “I’m not going to read it.”

Gavin didn’t move. He didn’t relax, either. His gaze stayed locked on her face, searching for the smallest sign that she might change her mind, that curiosity might win the way it always did when a secret sat within reach.

Celeste understood that kind of fear too well. People thought fear looked like shaking hands or a raised voice. Sometimes it looked like stillness so tight it hurt.

Hugh cleared his throat in the way men did when they wanted to pretend they weren’t witnessing something private. “The storm's not easing,” he said, turning toward the window as if the weather needed his attention. “Generator’s holding for now, but I don’t like the sound it’s making.”

Leonie’s name sat in the room without being said. The council. The logbook. Rules that wanted more than either of them was willing to give.

Gavin finally slid the scrap of paper toward himself and folded it twice, then again, making it smaller with each crease until it became a tight square. He tucked it into his pocket like he was putting a lid back on something that shouldn’t have opened in the first place. When his hand came out, it hovered for a second, empty, as if he expected guilt to be visible on his skin.

“Thank you,” he said quietly.

Celeste nodded once. She didn’t trust herself with more than that. Gratitude was dangerous. It invited closeness. It made the next boundary harder to hold.

Hugh leaned over the blueprints and tapped the corner with a calloused finger. “Celeste, you’re sure nobody goes in the outer stairwell tonight?”

Celeste forced her focus back onto the paper, onto the building, onto the thing she could solve without risking anything else. “I’m sure,” she said. “Wind load plus that crack line is an invitation for someone to get hurt. If you need access, use the interior route only, and even then, keep it quick. No hauling tools up and down. No rushing.”

Hugh gave a short nod, satisfied by certainty. “And the lantern room?”

“If the generator holds, fine. If it stutters, we prioritize safety,” Celeste said. “A dark lantern is better than a collapse.”

Hugh’s mouth tightened like the words pained him, but he accepted them. “All right,” he said. “We do what we can without tempting fate.”

Celeste gathered her clipboard and made the notes she would later have to turn into an official report, the kind that would be read by people far from the cliff who didn’t taste salt in every breath. She wrote with deliberate neatness because neatness gave her the illusion of control.

Across the table, Gavin stayed quiet, but Celeste felt him watching her, not in the way strangers watched with interest, but in the way someone watched when they were listening for a danger that couldn’t be measured.

Hugh moved toward the small kitchenette area, rummaging through cupboards with the stubborn focus of a man determined to make hospitality out of whatever he had. “Coffee,” he announced, pulling out a tin. “Or tea. Don’t say no. I’ve watched storms take the wind out of people. You need something warm in you.”

Celeste should have said she was fine. She should have said she didn’t need it. Instead she heard herself answer, “Tea, if you have it.”

Gavin’s eyes flicked to her, quick and almost surprised, as if he’d expected her to refuse comfort on principle.

Hugh snorted like he’d already guessed the shape of her. “Tea it is.” He filled the kettle, the tap water running in a steady line that sounded strangely soothing amid the storm’s constant shove.

Celeste slid her phone out of her pocket and checked it again out of habit. No signal. No messages. No way to send her recommendations. The report would sit inside her bag like a trapped thing until morning, assuming morning arrived with a road that didn’t collapse under water.

She looked up and caught Gavin watching her phone, not prying, just noticing the gesture.

“Nothing?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Celeste said. “This place is... cut off.”

Gavin’s expression softened into something that might have been relief or resignation. “It’s why I came,” he said, and then seemed to regret how much he’d revealed. “Not the storm,” he added, as if correcting himself. “The quiet.”

Celeste held his gaze for a moment too long. Quiet could be medicine. Quiet could be punishment. It depended on what lived inside you.

Before she could answer, a harsh metallic sound clanged from outside, followed by a low groan as if the building itself was complaining.

Hugh’s head snapped toward the door. “That’s the wind catching the scaffolding,” he said, already moving. “It does that when it shifts.”

Celeste’s instincts flared. “If it’s shifting, we should check the anchors.”

Hugh hesitated, then nodded, conceding her authority. “We check from the safe side,” he said. “No hero moves.”

Gavin was already pulling on his jacket again, like he didn’t know how to stay still when something needed doing. His movements were quick but careful, like a man who wanted to be useful without being a problem.

Outside, the storm was worse. Rain came sideways, stinging Celeste’s cheeks. The lighthouse rose above them like a shadowed spine, scaffolding wrapped around it in hard lines that looked too fragile for this weather. Hugh aimed the flashlight beam toward the braces.

“There,” Celeste said, pointing. A strap had loosened, flapping like a ribbon, snapping against metal. Each hit made the same ugly sound.

Hugh muttered under his breath and stepped forward, then stopped when Celeste grabbed his sleeve. Her fingers landed on wool and wet fabric, and she felt his surprise through the quick stiffness of his arm.

“Interior only,” she reminded him, raising her voice over the wind. “We tighten from inside if we can. We do not go onto the exterior platform.”

Hugh stared at her for a second, then exhaled. “Right,” he said, accepting the correction. “Right.”

They moved along the safer path, sticking close to the service building wall, using it as shelter from the worst gusts. Gavin stayed at Celeste’s side, flashlight angled so she could see where she stepped. He didn’t touch her again, but his presence was steady, and Celeste hated how much she noticed the steadiness.

At the interior access, Hugh fumbled for keys. Celeste’s hands were cold enough to ache, and she forced her fingers to stay useful. She didn’t like being cold. The cold made her feel like she had less power over her own body.

The door gave, and they stepped into the lighthouse’s interior. The air inside was damp but calmer, smelling of old stone, salt, and something faintly electrical. Hugh’s flashlight beam swept over the spiral stair that wrapped upward, disappearing into darkness.

“We go up one level,” Hugh said. “Just enough to reach the anchor points.”

Celeste nodded. “One level,” she repeated, making it a boundary the way she made every boundary. Speak it, claim it, hold it.

They climbed. The steps were narrow and worn. Celeste kept her body close to the inner rail, listening for any tremor that might hint at weakness. The building felt solid enough under her feet, but she didn’t trust old things blindly. Old things could hide damage until the exact moment they decided to fail.

At the anchor point, Hugh directed the flashlight while Celeste examined the brackets. Two bolts held. One had loosened slightly, enough to let the strap move under wind pressure.

“We can tighten,” Hugh said, already reaching for his tool pouch.

Celeste stopped him with a look. “I do it,” she said. “You hold the light. Gavin steadies the ladder.”

Hugh’s eyebrows rose as if he wanted to argue. Then he seemed to remember she’d been right so far. He handed her the wrench.

Gavin stepped closer without being asked, positioning himself beside the small step ladder as if he’d done this a hundred times. His hands settled on the frame, firm and calm. “Tell me what you need,” he said.

Celeste climbed carefully, her boot soles squeaking faintly on the metal. She tightened the bolt with measured pressure. The wrench bit, resisting, then gave. The strap quieted.

When she stepped down, the relief in her chest was immediate, but it came with a strange second feeling, one she didn’t want to name. She was aware of Gavin’s hands leaving the ladder, aware of the space he gave her without being told, aware of how naturally he moved with her rhythm instead of against it.

Hugh let out a breath. “Good,” he said. “That’ll stop the worst of it.”

Celeste nodded, wiping rain from her eyelashes. “For now.”

Back in the service building, warmth felt like a gift she hadn’t earned. Hugh poured tea into chipped mugs, pushing one toward Celeste and one toward Gavin. Steam rose, sweet and faintly herbal.

Celeste wrapped her hands around the mug and let the heat sink in. The first sip burned her tongue slightly, and she welcomed it. Pain anchored her in the present.

Hugh sat heavily in a chair as if the storm had finally remembered his age. “You both can sleep,” he said. “I’ll do another generator check in an hour.”

“No,” Celeste said automatically.

Hugh gave her a look. “Yes,” he corrected. “You’re the kind that thinks staying awake prevents trouble. It doesn’t. It just makes you too tired to handle trouble when it comes.”

Celeste wanted to argue. She didn’t. Her pride had no value on a cliff in a storm. She took another sip of tea instead and said, “I’ll rest when I’ve finished the written recommendations.”

“You already did,” Hugh said.

Celeste blinked. She hadn’t realized he’d seen her page in her bag earlier.

Hugh waved a hand. “You wrote it. You handed it to me. You’ll formalize it later. Now you sleep.”

Gavin’s gaze met hers over the rim of his mug. His expression wasn’t pushy. It was almost gentle, and that gentleness made Celeste feel exposed in a way force never could.

“Spare room’s clean,” Gavin said, as if offering her the option without attaching anything to it. “Hugh keeps it ready for inspectors.”

Celeste’s chest tightened at the word inspector, at the image of herself as someone who arrived, evaluated, and left without leaving a trace. That was her safest version. That was the version she trusted.

Still, her limbs were heavy. The storm’s noise had been grinding at her nerves since the drive. Exhaustion wasn't a weakness, she reminded herself. It was a body’s request.

“All right,” she said, voice quiet. “I’ll lie down.”

Hugh pointed toward the narrow hall. “Second door.”

Celeste carried her bag with her armor. The spare room smelled of soap and old linen. A small lamp casts a warm pool of light. The bed looked simple but clean, the kind of bed you could sleep in without wondering who had cried in it last.

She set her bag on the chair and unzipped it, checking her clipboard and phone again out of habit. No signal. The silence of the device felt heavier now, like an unanswered question.

Celeste changed out of her wet sweater into a dry shirt from her bag, then sat on the edge of the bed. She listened.

In the main room, Hugh’s voice rumbled low, then faded as he moved. Gavin’s voice answered, softer, less frequent. Their words were indistinct, but the tone held something that made Celeste’s stomach dip in a way she didn’t like.

The last time she had been stranded with someone she didn’t fully know, it had ended with a door she couldn’t lock and a laugh she still heard in her nightmares. She hadn’t been harmed physically. That almost made it worse, because people liked to treat harm as a binary. Safe or unsafe. Yes or no.

Some moments lived in the gray and stole your sense of choice.

Celeste stood and checked the lock on the spare room door. It was held. The click was small and final. She leaned her forehead against the wood for a second, breathing slowly until her pulse eased.

When she turned back, she caught her reflection in the mirror above the dresser. Her face looked tired. Her eyes looked too alert for someone claiming she would rest.

She got into bed fully clothed except for her shoes, because letting herself be too comfortable felt like a risk. She pulled the blanket up and stared at the ceiling, listening to the storm and to her own thoughts.

Time passed in pieces. The wind rose and fell like an angry tide. Somewhere in the building, a pipe clicked as heat moved through it. Celeste’s eyelids grew heavy, but every time she drifted close to sleep, her mind returned to the paper on the table, the glimpse of ink, the look in Gavin’s eyes when he’d said don’t.

Don’t read it. Don’t take it from me. Don’t make me real in a way I can’t undo.

Celeste turned onto her side and closed her eyes harder, as if she could force herself into rest through willpower. She managed maybe ten minutes before she heard a soft knock.

Not loud. Not demanding. Just a sound at the edge of the door, like a question.

Celeste sat up in a rush, breath caught. Her hand went to the lamp switch.

“Celeste?” Gavin’s voice came through the wood, low and careful. “It’s me. Are you awake?”

Celeste didn’t answer immediately. Her body held the memory of fear even when her mind tried to argue with it.

“Celeste,” Gavin said again, softer. “I’m not coming in. I just... Hugh went to check the generator, and I thought you might want to know.”

Celeste swallowed. “What is it?”

“The radio,” Gavin said. “Leonie’s trying to reach you. It’s coming through in pieces.”

Celeste’s stomach dropped, not from dread, but from the weight of obligation. She swung her legs off the bed and stood. Her bare feet touched the cold floor and grounded her.

“I’m coming,” she said.

She opened the door partway. Gavin stood a few steps back, hands visible at his sides, posture angled away as if he was deliberately giving her space. He looked tired now too, hair still damp, sweater hanging slightly looser on his frame. In the dim hall light, his face held the kind of restraint that looked like practice.

Celeste stepped into the hallway and locked the door behind her again. She didn’t miss the way Gavin’s gaze flicked to the lock, then away, as if he was registering it without judging.

They walked back to the main room together. The radio sat on the shelf near the workbench, its speaker hissing with static.

Hugh was near the kitchenette, pouring himself coffee that smelled strong enough to wake the dead. He looked at Celeste and nodded toward the radio. “It’s been cutting in and out,” he said. “Storm interference.”

Celeste moved toward it and turned the dial slowly.

A voice broke through, warped and clipped, but recognizable. “Celeste... are you there... I need confirmation... overnight log... council wants...”

Celeste pressed the transmit button. “Leonie, I’m here,” she said. “I can hear you.”

Static swallowed her first words, then cleared slightly.

“Good,” Leonie’s voice came through, sharper now. “We got your partial note through Hugh earlier. I need full confirmation for the record. Who is on site overnight. Names.”

Celeste’s fingers tightened on the radio.

Hugh looked at her, waiting. Gavin stood near the workbench, watching not the radio, but Celeste’s face, as if he could hear the conflict beneath the words.

Celeste could have done the simple thing. She could have given Leonie the record she wanted. She could have said everyone’s full names the way systems demanded.

Instead, she heard her own voice from earlier, only a first name, for now. She heard Gavin’s quiet promise, only a first name. She remembered the way his hand had shaken, just slightly, when he folded the paper.

Celeste pressed the button again. “Leonie,” she said, choosing each word carefully, “I’m here with Hugh and Gavin. We’re safe. We completed an interior anchor check. Exterior access is restricted until morning. The weather is still severe.”

There was a pause. Then Leonie’s voice returned, impatient. “Full name, Celeste. I need the official overnight log.”

Celeste felt Hugh’s gaze sharpen. He wasn’t angry, but he was aware. The world was built on paperwork, and paperwork did not like exceptions.

Celeste swallowed. “Leonie,” she said, voice steady, “you’ll have it in the morning. We have no signal for written transmission, and the radio keeps cutting. If you need urgent contact, speak to me on this channel. Otherwise, I’ll file full documentation once the storm eases.”

The line hissed. Leonie’s tone came back with the kind of frustration that had probably made her good at her job. “Fine,” she snapped. “But I’m sending someone out at first light if roads allow. We can’t have gaps in the record.”

Celeste’s pulse thudded once, heavy. Someone at first light meant questions. It meant forms. It meant faces that would demand more than first names.

“Understood,” Celeste said.

She released the button and stared at the radio for a beat too long.

Hugh sighed and rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Council,” he muttered. “They’d log the sea if they could.”

Celeste forced herself to breathe normally. She turned, and Gavin’s eyes met hers. For a second, something raw passed between them, something that wasn’t romance yet but could become it if they weren’t careful. A recognition. A choice.

Gavin didn’t thank her out loud. He simply gave a small, almost imperceptible nod, as if he understood the cost of what she’d just done. As if he knew she’d taken a risk in the only language she spoke fluently: control.

Hugh took a sip of coffee and pointed toward the couch. “You can both sleep now,” he said, sounding like a man who knew he’d be ignored. “I’ll keep the radio close. If Leonie calls again, I’ll handle her.”

Celeste hesitated. She could go back to the spare room. She should. She needed rest. But her body had woken fully now, nerves humming.

Gavin shifted slightly. “If you want,” he said to Celeste, voice low, “I can put the kettle on again. Tea might help.”

Celeste’s throat felt tight. She didn't want anything. Wanting made room for disappointment.

Still, she found herself nodding. “Tea sounds... good.”

Gavin moved to the kettle with the quiet competence he’d shown on the ladder. Hugh watched him, then looked at Celeste with a softer expression than she expected.

“You’re good at what you do,” Hugh said. “Not many people can walk into a place like this in a storm and tell it what it’s allowed to do.”

Celeste held his gaze. Compliments used to make her suspicious. They still did. But Hugh’s tone didn’t feel like flattery. It felt like a simple truth.

“Thank you,” she said.

Hugh leaned back in his chair, the storm reflected faintly in his tired eyes. “The tower’s stubborn,” he added. “But so are you.”

Celeste almost smiled. Almost.

When Gavin handed her the mug, his fingers brushed the handle near hers, a brief touch that sent a quiet awareness through her palm. It wasn’t hot. It wasn’t electricity. It was simply the reminder that another person existed close enough to matter.

She took the mug and stepped slightly aside, making space between them on instinct.

Gavin noticed. He didn’t look offended. He just nodded, as if he understood the invisible map she was carrying.

They drank in silence for a while, the kind of silence that could have felt awkward with anyone else. With Gavin, it felt chosen. It felt like a pause neither of them had to fill with performance.

Celeste stared at the steam rising from her mug and let herself ask the question she’d been avoiding since the table incident. She didn’t ask about it directly. She didn’t have the right.

Instead she said, “When the council comes in the morning... what do you want me to do?”

Gavin’s jaw tightened slightly, then loosened. He didn’t look away. “Nothing you don’t want to do,” he said. “I won’t ask you to lie for me.”

Celeste’s fingers tightened around the mug. “I already did,” she said quietly.

Gavin’s eyes flickered, and something like regret crossed his face. “You protected a boundary,” he corrected. “That’s different.”

Celeste couldn’t decide if that made it better or worse. She took a sip, letting the warmth give her time.

Gavin leaned back against the counter, keeping distance, but his voice stayed near her. “If they ask,” he said, “I’ll tell them what they need to know about the mural project. I’m not here illegally. I’m not... hiding from the law.”

The way he said the last word made Celeste’s stomach twist. It sounded like a line he’d had to say before.

Celeste met his eyes. “Then why does your name feel dangerous?” she asked, softer than she intended.

Gavin went very still.

Hugh, blessedly, stood and stretched as if he’d decided his body was done sitting. “I’m doing the generator check,” he said, already moving toward the door. He paused at the threshold and looked back at them. “Storm won’t listen to secrets,” he added, voice rough but not unkind. “But people might.”

Then he was gone, boots thudding down the small steps, the wind swallowing the sound.

Celeste and Gavin were alone in the warm square of light again.

Gavin stared into his mug as if the tea leaves could give him an answer that didn’t cost anything. “Because,” he said at last, “names get attached to stories. Stories get passed around until they aren’t yours anymore.”

Celeste felt something in her chest tighten. That sentence landed too close to the bones of her own life.

Gavin’s voice stayed quiet, controlled. “I made a mistake,” he continued, and the words came out with a careful kind of honesty. “Not a crime. Not something that belongs in a headline forever. But it became a headline anyway, in the circles I used to live in. People decided what it meant. People decided who I was. And the name became a handle they could grab.”

Celeste listened, still and attentive. She didn’t interrupt. She didn’t push for details. The restraint felt like a gift she could offer him.

Gavin’s gaze lifted to hers, and his eyes looked tired in a way that went beyond the storm. “Out here,” he said, “I can be just... a person. I can do my work and breathe.”

Celeste swallowed. Her mind flashed to the sound on the radio that had nearly sounded like her last name, to the way her body had frozen before she could reason with it.

“I understand that,” she said, and her voice came out rougher than she expected.

Gavin studied her for a moment, then spoke more softly. “Do you?”

Celeste almost lied. It would have been easy. It would have been safe.

Instead, she set her mug down and rested her hands on the table edge, grounding herself in wood and reality.

“I had a name once that people used like a leash,” she said. “They said it like it meant they owned me. Like it explained everything about me. Like I was... supposed to fit a shape.”

Gavin didn’t move. He didn’t ask for more. He simply watched her with that same careful attention, as if he understood the difference between curiosity and hunger.

Celeste’s throat tightened. She forced the next breath. “So I learned,” she said, “that sometimes the only way to stay intact is to give the world less.”

Gavin’s eyes softened, and in them Celeste saw something that felt almost like relief. Not because her pain made him feel better, but because it meant he wasn’t alone in his.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The storm pressed against the building, impatient. Somewhere outside, Hugh’s footsteps crunched on gravel.

Gavin’s voice broke the quiet. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Celeste shook her head. “Don’t be.” She swallowed. “Just... don’t make me regret that I understood.”

Gavin’s mouth tightened, and he nodded once. “I won’t,” he said.

The simplicity of the promise hit Celeste harder than she expected. She wasn’t used to promises that didn’t come with conditions.

Hugh returned a few minutes later, shaking rain from his hat. “Generator’s stable,” he announced, then stopped when he looked between them. His eyes narrowed slightly, not suspicious, just observant. “All right,” he said finally. “You two look like you’ve done enough talking to last a week. Sleep.”

Celeste stood, picking up her mug. “I’m going back to the spare room,” she said.

Gavin nodded. “I’ll take the couch,” he said, as if repeating it made it more real.

Celeste hesitated at the doorway. She didn’t want to leave the moment unfinished, but she also didn’t know what finishing would look like without crossing lines she wasn’t ready to cross.

She turned slightly, keeping her tone neutral. “Thank you,” she said. “For... not pushing.”

Gavin’s gaze held hers, steady. “Thank you,” he answered, and there was no confusion about what he meant.

Celeste returned to the spare room and locked the door again, not because Gavin had given her a reason to fear him, but because her body still believed in precautions the way it believed in gravity. She sat on the bed and let herself breathe.

Sleep came more easily this time, not as a soft drift but as a heavy drop, exhaustion pulling her down.

She woke to a quieter sound, not silence, but a storm that had tired itself out. The rain still fell, but it no longer threw itself at the walls like an enemy. A faint gray light pressed at the window edges.

Celeste sat up and reached for her phone. Still no signal. But the time had shifted into morning, and with morning came consequences.

She dressed quickly, smoothing her hair with damp hands, then stepped into the hall. The service building smelled of coffee and wet wool. Hugh was already awake, standing near the window with the radio in his hand. Gavin sat on the couch, hair mussed, sweater collar slightly twisted, looking like he’d slept in broken pieces.

His eyes lifted when he saw Celeste. They held a question he didn’t ask.

Hugh spoke before either of them could. “Road’s passable,” he said, voice grim. “For now. Leonie called again. Council’s sending someone up. Not just someone.”

Celeste’s pulse quickened. “Who?”

Hugh glanced at Gavin, then back to Celeste. “A photographer,” he said. “They want documentation of the damage for insurance and heritage records. Photos, names, signatures. They’ll be here by midday if the road holds.”

Celeste felt Gavin’s stillness from across the room, like a held breath.

A photographer meant visibility. It meant images that could travel farther than a storm. It meant a name could become a caption.

Celeste looked at Gavin, and the look they shared wasn’t romantic, not yet. It was something tenser, something that carried weight.

A choice was coming fast, with daylight behind it.

And Celeste realized, with a quiet shock that felt like stepping onto the cliff road again, that she already cared enough to be afraid of choosing wrong.
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​Chapter 2: Daylight And Paperwork
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By the time the gray at the window softened into morning, the storm had changed its mind about being violent. It still rained, but the rain had become steadier, less theatrical, as if the sky was tired and willing to negotiate. The wind no longer threw itself at the walls. It prowled instead, circling the lighthouse with the patience of something that would return later if it felt like it.

Celeste stood near the window with her phone in her hand, waiting for the bars to appear like a miracle. Nothing. The screen stayed stubbornly blank of connection, a small modern failure that made the cliff feel older than it was.

Behind her, Hugh moved around the room in practiced loops, checking the radio, checking the kettle, checking the same latch twice like the act itself could keep the building standing. Gavin sat at the edge of the couch, hair still damp at the ends, staring at the floor as if he’d been counting the lines in the wood grain all night. He looked like he hadn’t slept so much as he’d simply stopped moving for a while.

Hugh’s voice came out rough from too much coffee and too little rest. “Road’s passable,” he repeated, as if saying it again would make it less complicated. “For now.”

Celeste turned. “You said they’re coming by midday.”

Hugh nodded, eyes narrowed toward the horizon. “If the road holds and the flooding doesn’t creep up. Leonie
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