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THANK YOU FOR READING The Lighthouse Keeper's Signal.

When I began this story, I thought it was about a mysterious signal appearing during a storm. Somewhere along the way, I realized it was really about two women trying to find their way back to themselves.

Kirby believes that getting close to people only leads to pain. Amanda spends her life rescuing others while struggling to let anyone take care of her. The signal, the hidden network, and the mystery may have brought them together, but it was their shared kindness, stubbornness, resilience, and willingness to trust that carried them through the darkness.

At its heart, this story is about second chances. It's about learning that one tragic moment does not have to define the rest of your life. It's about understanding that grief and guilt can shape us, but they do not have to control us. Most of all, it's about choosing connection over isolation and hope over fear.

Lake Superior, remote shorelines, lighthouses, rescue crews, and powerful storms all helped create the backdrop for this novel, but the real light in the story has always been Amanda and Kirby. They reminded me that sometimes the bravest thing a person can do isn't facing a storm.

Sometimes it's letting someone stay.

Thank you for spending time with these characters and their journey.

And if you ever find yourself standing on a quiet shoreline at sunset, listening to the waves and watching a lighthouse beam sweep across the water, perhaps you'll think of a stubborn lighthouse keeper, an equally stubborn helicopter pilot, and the signal that changed both their lives forever.

With gratitude,

Vivian Vincent 
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Prologue
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THE STORM ARRIVED JUST after midnight. Kirby Moran saw it coming hours before the weather service updated the warning. The sea always told the truth first.

She stood in the lantern room at the top of Black Point Lighthouse, one hand wrapped around a mug of long-cold coffee while rain hammered the glass surrounding her. Beyond the beacon's sweep, Lake Superior had dissolved into darkness and white spray.

Most people imagined lighthouse keepers spent their nights staring dramatically into storms. The reality involved maintenance logs, weather reports, equipment diagnostics, and arguing with electronics older than she was.

Tonight should have been no different. Kirby glanced at the monitoring display mounted beside the communications rack. Wind speeds climbing. Wave heights increasing. Power systems stable. Beacon operational.

Everything exactly as it should be. Then a sharp tone chirped through the speakers. Her eyes lifted immediately. The sound wasn't part of the lighthouse systems. Another tone followed. A burst of static crackled through the room. 

Kirby frowned and set down the coffee. "Now what?"

The communications equipment sat in a narrow metal cabinet against the wall. Most of it connected to weather monitoring stations and maritime traffic systems spread across the lake. Storms occasionally caused interference, but this sounded different.

Too precise. She adjusted a dial and listened. Static. Then three quick bursts. A pause. Five more. Another pause. The pattern repeated. Kirby's frown deepened. Not random.

Definitely not random.

She pulled her chair closer and connected a recording device. The signal continued. High-pitched pulses buried beneath layers of atmospheric noise. Her fingers moved across the keyboard as she captured the transmission.

Frequency. Time stamp. Signal strength. Everything logged automatically. The storm lashed the lighthouse harder, rattling the glass overhead. Still the pulses continued. Repeating. Patient. Almost deliberate.

Kirby replayed the recording and listened again. Three tones. Pause. Five. Pause. Three. Five. Three. Five.

A message. It had to be. But from where?

No vessels were registered nearby. No emergency beacons had activated. No aircraft were operating over this section of the lake. The source should not have existed. She leaned back, crossing her arms.

"Great," she muttered.

A glitch would have been easier. The signal abruptly vanished. Static filled the speakers for several seconds before silence returned. Kirby waited. Nothing. Only wind. Only rain. Only the deep mechanical hum of the lighthouse.

For a long moment she considered deleting the recording and calling it interference. It wouldn't be the first strange thing electronics had done during a storm. And it certainly wouldn't be the first time she'd spent hours chasing a problem that turned out to be nothing.

Yet her hand hesitated over the keyboard. That pattern. She couldn't shake it. The memory tugged at her. Years of engineering work had trained her to recognize regularity hidden inside chaos. Systems failed in patterns. Warnings appeared in patterns. Disasters began with small things people ignored. A sensor reading. An alarm. An unexpected signal.

Kirby's jaw tightened. The thought dragged old memories behind it. Screaming metal. Flashing warning lights. A report she should have questioned sooner. People who never came home.

She pushed the memory away before it could take shape. That wasn't tonight. That wasn't here. She opened a new file and saved the recording. Just in case.

Outside, lightning split the sky. The lantern room flashed white. For an instant, the lake became visible beyond the rain. Towering waves. Endless black water. Violent and empty.

Then darkness returned. At the same moment, a final burst of sound exploded from the speaker. Kirby jumped. A harsh screech. A flood of static. Then something else.

Not tones. Not interference. A voice. Distorted beyond recognition. Gone almost as soon as it appeared.

Kirby's pulse quickened. She immediately replayed the recording. Nothing. Only static. She played it again. And again. Still nothing.

The voice had vanished. Or maybe it had never been there at all. The room suddenly felt smaller. The storm louder.

She saved a second copy of the file and shut down the playback. Tomorrow she'd examine it properly. Tomorrow she'd probably discover a completely reasonable explanation. Tomorrow she'd laugh at herself.

But as Kirby looked out over the dark water, unease settled heavily in her chest. The signal had ended.

Yet she couldn't escape the feeling that something had just begun. Far beyond the reach of the lighthouse beam, hidden somewhere in the storm-covered darkness, a small vessel drifted without power. No radio. No lights. No way to call for help. The waves carried it deeper into the night. 

And no one on shore knew it was missing.
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Chapter One
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BY MORNING, THE STORM had moved east. Black Point Lighthouse stood beneath a sky the color of worn steel, the air cool and damp in the storm's wake. The lake remained restless, long swells rolling toward shore as if reluctant to surrender the anger of the night before.

Kirby Moran stepped out onto the gallery that encircled the tower and closed the metal door behind her. A gust of wind tugged at the loose strands of dark hair that had escaped her ponytail. She welcomed the chill. It helped quiet the lingering unease that had followed her from the lantern room.

The signal had occupied her thoughts all night.

While the rest of the world slept, she had replayed the recording enough times to memorize the pattern. Every attempt to identify its source had led nowhere. No known beacon matched the frequency. No nearby station had reported abnormalities. The transmission seemed to have appeared from nowhere and vanished just as suddenly.

The sensible explanation was equipment interference. Kirby disliked sensible explanations when they failed to explain everything. She leaned against the railing and looked across the water.

The lighthouse occupied a lonely stretch of rocky shoreline several miles from the nearest town. During summer, tourists occasionally appeared with cameras and questions. By mid-September, however, the visitors dwindled until she could go days without seeing another person.

That suited her perfectly. Solitude had become comfortable over the years. Reliable. Predictable. People were rarely any of those things.

A sharp cry overhead drew her attention skyward. A gull wheeled against the gray clouds before disappearing toward the shoreline. Somewhere below, waves crashed against the rocks with a hollow boom.

Kirby stayed outside for several minutes before heading back inside and climbing down the narrow spiral staircase.

The first floor housed a compact living area, an office, and the communications center that connected the lighthouse to surrounding maritime networks. The building wasn't large, but it was enough for one person.

Most days she preferred it that way. She set a fresh mug of coffee beside her keyboard and powered up the analysis software she used for monitoring audio transmissions.

The recording file sat waiting. Opening it again felt slightly ridiculous. There were probably a dozen more productive ways to spend her morning. Even so, her cursor hovered over the file before she clicked.

Static filled the speakers. The familiar pulses followed. Three bursts. Pause. Five bursts. Pause. Repeated perfectly.

Kirby listened several times before opening a second window and converting the audio into a visual waveform. She studied the display. Then frowned.

The pattern wasn't exactly repeating. At first glance it appeared identical throughout the recording, but subtle variations existed within each sequence. Tiny fluctuations. Nearly invisible.

Her coffee sat forgotten as she zoomed closer. The differences weren't random. They were intentional. A slow knot formed in her stomach. She had spent enough years working around communications systems to recognize encoded data when she saw it.

Someone had hidden information inside the signal. The question was why. An incoming notification chimed from the lighthouse network. The sound startled her enough to make her scowl. She clicked the message open.

A routine weather update. Nothing unusual. Still, it distracted her from the signal long enough to remind her she was supposed to have a life beyond staring at computer screens.

With a sigh, she pushed back from the desk and grabbed a notepad. By noon she had completed inspections, checked backup generators, logged weather conditions, and cleaned salt residue from several exterior fixtures. The work should have occupied her attention.

Instead, she found herself replaying the mysterious transmission in her head. Three. Five. Three. Five. The rhythm had become impossible to ignore.

By early afternoon she gave up pretending she wasn't curious. Back in the communications room, she pulled the recording onto a larger monitor and began breaking down the sequence piece by piece.

Hours passed. Sunlight occasionally fought through gaps in the clouds before disappearing again. Kirby worked methodically through the signal. The process felt familiar.

Comforting. Numbers and systems made sense in a way people rarely did. Everything followed rules. Everything fit together eventually. Shortly after three o'clock, something finally clicked.

She froze. Then ran the analysis again. The result remained unchanged. "No way," she murmured.

The variations inside the repeating tones corresponded to numerical values. Coordinates. Actual coordinates. Her pulse quickened despite herself. Kirby copied the numbers into a navigation program and waited.

The map loaded. A red marker appeared on the lake. Several miles offshore. Directly along a common fishing route. She stared at the screen.

The coordinates by themselves meant nothing. Thousands of locations existed on Lake Superior. A random set of points could indicate almost anything.

Yet she couldn't ignore the coincidence. The signal appeared during the storm. Now it seemed to reference a location on the water. Her gaze shifted toward the dark surface visible through the office window.

For a moment she considered reporting it. Then common sense reasserted itself. Report what? A strange recording and a handful of numbers that might not mean anything at all?

The Coast Guard would politely thank her and move on with their day. Embarrassment was not high on her list of favorite experiences. Still, she printed the coordinates and clipped them to her logbook.

Just in case. The radio crackled unexpectedly. Kirby reached for the volume control as a dispatcher began speaking.

"...local authorities responding to reports of an overdue fishing vessel..."

Her hand stopped. The knot in her stomach returned instantly. The dispatcher continued listing details. A commercial fishing boat. Three people onboard. Last known location transmitted earlier that morning. Search efforts expected to begin before nightfall if contact wasn't restored.

Kirby listened without moving. When the report concluded, silence settled over the room. Slowly, she lowered her eyes toward the printed coordinates sitting beside her keyboard.

Then she opened the map again. Her mouth went dry. The vessel's last reported position was less than two miles from the location hidden inside the signal.

For several seconds she simply stared. Logic immediately supplied a dozen explanations. Coincidence. Incomplete information. Faulty data.

Any of them could be true. Yet a deeper instinct refused to let the matter go. The signal had arrived before anyone knew the boat was missing. Before any search had been announced. Before any distress call had been received.

Kirby looked toward the speakers as though they might suddenly come alive again. The room remained silent. Outside, waves rolled endlessly across the lake.

For the first time since moving to Black Point, she found herself hoping the lighthouse would stay quiet. Because if the signal returned, she wasn't sure she wanted to know what it had to say.
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Chapter Two
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KIRBY SPENT THE REST of the afternoon trying to convince herself the coordinates meant nothing. By sunset she had failed completely.

The report of the overdue fishing vessel lingered in her thoughts as she completed the evening inspection of the lighthouse. She checked fuel reserves for the backup generator, logged weather conditions, and performed the usual maintenance tasks that filled her days. Ordinarily the routine grounded her. The repetitive nature of the work was one of the reasons she had chosen this life. Equipment behaved according to rules. It either worked or it didn't. Problems could be identified, repaired, and documented.

People were rarely so simple. The missing vessel remained on her mind as darkness settled over the lake. Every few hours she found herself returning to the communications room to review the coordinates hidden inside the signal. The numbers never changed. Neither did the location they indicated.

By eight o'clock, search crews had officially begun looking for the boat. Kirby followed the updates through marine radio traffic while pretending she wasn't listening. Details emerged slowly. The vessel had failed to return to port after a routine fishing run. Weather conditions during the storm had complicated efforts to establish contact. No distress signal had been received.

Nothing she heard provided any answers.

She stood at one of the windows overlooking the shoreline and watched darkness gather over the water. Far in the distance, intermittent lights marked the movement of search boats. Their beams swept across the lake before disappearing again.

Someone was out there looking. Someone's family was waiting for news. She knew better than most what uncertainty could do to people. The thought brought back memories she preferred not to revisit. Years ago, after the platform accident that had ended her engineering career, families had spent days waiting for information while investigators searched wreckage and assembled reports. Kirby still remembered the faces. She remembered the questions she couldn't answer and the guilt she couldn't escape.

The communications console emitted a short notification tone behind her. She turned immediately. Another transmission had appeared. Her pulse quickened as she crossed the room and dropped into her chair.

For several seconds she simply stared at the incoming signal. Then she pressed record. The same sequence of tones filled the speakers. Three pulses. Five pulses. A pause. Then another series.

Unlike the previous night's transmission, however, this one lasted longer. The signal fluctuated constantly as if struggling to maintain strength through the atmosphere. Kirby monitored the recording while software translated the incoming data into visual patterns across her screen.

When the transmission finally ended, nearly six minutes had passed. Silence returned to the room. Kirby immediately began analyzing the file. The process consumed the next hour.

Night settled fully over Black Point while waves rolled against the rocks below the lighthouse. Inside, the only sounds came from computer fans and the occasional click of her keyboard.

Shortly before ten o'clock, she found what she was looking for. The hidden variations were still there. More coordinates. A different location this time. Kirby copied the numbers into the navigation software and waited for the map to load.

The new marker appeared several miles south of the first one. She stared at it. Then at the previous coordinates. Then back to the map again. The two locations formed a rough line across the lake. A route. Or perhaps a drift pattern.

Neither explanation made her feel any better. With growing unease, she opened weather-current data from the previous twenty-four hours and began running calculations. The exercise was mostly an attempt to prove herself wrong. If wind and current conditions matched, an object could conceivably have drifted from the first location toward the second.

After several minutes of calculations, she leaned back in her chair. The numbers matched far better than she wanted them to. A cold feeling settled in her stomach. The missing fishing vessel had last been reported near the first set of coordinates.

The second location aligned disturbingly well with where debris or a powerless boat might have drifted during the elapsed time. Kirby rubbed her eyes. Coincidence. It had to be coincidence.

Yet she no longer believed the word as much as she had that morning. The clock slipped past eleven. 

Eventually she shut down the analysis software and headed upstairs to the small apartment portion of the lighthouse. She changed into comfortable clothes, made tea she didn't really want, and attempted to read a book before bed.

Twenty pages later she realized she hadn't absorbed a single sentence. The signal occupied every corner of her thoughts. Near midnight she abandoned the book entirely and returned to the lantern room.

The great light revolved steadily above her, casting its beam across the dark lake. The familiar mechanical rhythm usually brought comfort. Tonight, it only emphasized how alone she was.

Kirby looked out across the water. Somewhere beyond the reach of the lighthouse beam, search crews were still working. Somewhere out there, a fishing boat might be drifting through the darkness.

And somehow, for reasons she could neither understand nor explain, a mystery signal seemed to know where to find it. She remained at the window for nearly an hour before finally forcing herself downstairs.

Sleep came reluctantly. When it did, it brought memories she had spent years trying to bury. Sirens. Emergency lights. Metal twisting apart. Voices calling through smoke.

Kirby woke just before dawn with her heart racing and her sheets tangled around her legs. For several moments she lay motionless, staring at the ceiling while reality gradually reassembled around her.

The lighthouse. The lake. The storm was gone. The accident was years behind her. Even after her breathing steadied, the familiar guilt remained. She rose before sunrise and headed directly for the communications room.

The radio was already active. Search crews had found debris. Kirby stopped in the doorway.

A dispatcher continued speaking in a calm, professional tone. Fragments of information followed. Pieces of wreckage. Emergency equipment recovered from the water. A search area being expanded farther south.

Farther south. Toward the second set of coordinates. Kirby slowly lowered herself into her chair. The room suddenly felt much smaller than it had the day before.

On the monitor, the recorded signal remained open beside the map displaying its hidden coordinates. She stared at the screen while morning light crept through the windows behind her.

She considered reporting what she knew. Then she imagined trying to explain it. A mysterious signal appearing before a disappearance was discovered. Hidden coordinates embedded inside transmissions that shouldn't exist. Predictions that sounded dangerously close to coincidence.

No one would believe her. Truthfully, she wasn't sure she believed herself. Kirby looked toward the lake beyond the glass. The search continued. The questions multiplied. And somewhere in the back of her mind, a troubling possibility had begun to form.

What if the signal wasn't reporting disasters? What if it was predicting them?
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Chapter Three
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THE SEARCH ENTERED its third day beneath clear skies and growing concern. Kirby spent much of the morning trying to focus on work. The storm that had battered the shoreline earlier in the week was gone, leaving behind cool air and a lake that appeared calmer than it had any right to be. From the windows of the lighthouse, Lake Superior stretched to the horizon in shades of blue and gray, giving no indication that it might have swallowed a fishing boat and three people.

She had almost convinced herself to stop thinking about the signal. Almost. The recording remained open on one of her monitors while she worked through maintenance reports. Every so often her eyes drifted toward it. Each time, she forced herself back to the paperwork waiting on her desk.

Later, Kirby was midway through replacing a weather sensor on the exterior platform when she heard the distant chop of rotor blades.

At first the sound blended with the wind moving across the lake, but it quickly grew louder. She straightened and looked toward the horizon. A red-and-white search-and-rescue helicopter skimmed low over the water several miles offshore, following a methodical pattern across the area where crews were still searching for the missing fishing boat.

Kirby rested one hand against the railing and watched it for a moment. Sunlight flashed briefly against the cockpit windows as the aircraft banked south before continuing its sweep. Whoever was flying it had probably spent the last several days covering the same stretch of water over and over again.

She wondered what kind of person willingly chose that job. Then she shook off the thought and returned to work. 

The knock at the door came shortly after three o'clock. Kirby frowned. Visitors were unusual enough to be irritating. She crossed the room and opened the door to find two people standing outside. The first wore a Coast Guard uniform and carried a clipboard. The second wore jeans, a dark jacket, and mirrored sunglasses that reflected the lighthouse behind Kirby.

The woman removed the sunglasses as the door opened. For a moment, Kirby's attention snagged unexpectedly. The woman's hair brushed the tops of her shoulders, light brown in the afternoon sunlight, and a breeze coming off the lake lifted a few loose strands around her face. Her eyes were hazel, somewhere between green and brown depending on how the light hit them. They were steady eyes, observant without being intrusive.

Kirby immediately disliked how much she noticed. The Coast Guard officer introduced himself and then gestured toward his companion.

"This is Amanda Diego."

"Amanda Diego?" Kirby repeated.

"The search-and-rescue pilot assigned to the fishing vessel case."

Amanda offered her hand. "Nice to meet you."

Kirby shook it briefly before stepping aside. "I'm sure the circumstances could be better."

Amanda's mouth twitched slightly, as though she appreciated the comment.

"They usually could."

The two visitors entered the lighthouse, and Kirby led them toward the small office area. While the Coast Guard officer explained
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