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Elise Harper slammed her laptop shut, the glow of spreadsheets fading into the dim light of her London flat. At thirty-two, she was a ghost of herself—Corporate Finance Director, a title carved from sixteen-hour days, caffeine overdoses, and a soul eroded by quarterly reports. Her dark hair hung lank around her pale face, hazel eyes shadowed by exhaustion, her once-fit frame softened by stress and takeout. The burnout had hit like a freight train—panic attacks in boardrooms, a doctor’s stern warning—and last week, she’d quit, trading her suits for a six-month sabbatical and a one-way train ticket to Cornwall.

The journey south was a blur—fields flashing by, the city’s grip loosening with every mile. St. Ives station greeted her with salt air and seagulls, a quaint chaos of cobblestones and pastel cottages. Her duffel bag thudded against her hip as she followed a winding path to Porthcove, a fishing village etched into cliffs, where she’d rented a cottage sight-unseen from a man named Callum Reid. The ad promised solitude—stone walls, sea views, no Wi-Fi—and she craved it like oxygen.

The cottage emerged at dusk—a squat, weathered thing perched above the harbor, its slate roof glinting under fading light. She fumbled the key from under a flowerpot, stepping into a cool, sparse space: a kitchen with a chipped sink, a living room with a sagging couch, a bedroom barely fitting a double bed. The sea roared beyond the window, wild and alive, and she exhaled, tension seeping out.

A knock jolted her—sharp, insistent. She opened the door to a man—tall, broad, mid-thirties—his navy sweater stretched over a fisherman’s frame, dark hair tousled by wind, green eyes sharp under a furrowed brow. “Callum Reid,” he said, voice rough like the tide. “You’re Elise?”

“Yeah,” she replied, smoothing her rumpled sweater, suddenly aware of her travel-worn state. “Hi.”

He nodded, hands in his pockets. “Cottage okay?”

“It’s perfect,” she said, managing a smile. “Quiet.”

“Good.” His gaze lingered—assessing, not unfriendly—and she felt a flicker, small but there. “I’m down the lane if you need anything. Boat’s in the harbor. Don’t fall off the cliff.”

She laughed, startled. “I’ll try not to.”

He turned, boots crunching gravel, and she watched him go, his silhouette fading into the dusk. The sea whispered below, and she shut the door, heart thudding—not from fear, but something she hadn’t felt in years.
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Morning broke gray over Porthcove, mist curling off the sea like smoke. Elise woke to silence—no alarms, no emails—and stumbled to the kitchen, brewing tea in a chipped pot. At thirty-two, she’d forgotten what stillness felt like, her corporate life a relentless hum now replaced by gulls and waves. She pulled on jeans and a sweater, stepping onto the cottage’s tiny porch, the air sharp with salt and fish.

The village unfolded below—boats bobbing, nets drying, locals nodding as she wandered to the bakery for bread, the butcher for sausages. Back at the cottage, she unpacked—books, sketchpads, clothes she hadn’t worn in years—reclaiming pieces of herself. The sea called, and she hiked the cliff path, wind tugging her hair, the vastness washing her clean.

Callum appeared at noon, knocking with a basket of fish—cod, glistening, fresh-caught. “Thought you’d need this,” he said, setting it on her counter. “City folk don’t fish.”

“Thanks,” she said, eyeing the haul. “I don’t cook much either.”

He smirked, faint. “Fry it with butter. Easy.” He lingered, showing her—pan sizzling, his hands deft—and she watched, his sleeves rolled up, forearms corded from hauling nets. Their elbows brushed as he flipped the fish, a jolt she ignored, focusing on the lesson.

“Burnout, huh?” he asked, casual, as they ate at her small table, the fish flaky and warm.

“Yeah,” she admitted, sipping tea. “Corporate life. You?”

“Fished since I could walk,” he said, shrugging. “Dad’s boat, now mine. Simple.”

She envied it—his rootedness, his ease—and the meal stretched, talk flowing: her London chaos, his storms at sea. He was guarded but warm, his green eyes catching hers too often, and when he left, the cottage felt emptier.

Days blurred—reading by the fire, sketching waves, walking the shore. Callum popped by—fixing a leaky tap, dropping off crabs—and each visit sparked more: a laugh at her city clumsiness, a shared beer on the porch. Friday, he invited her to the harbor, showing her his boat—*The Selkie*, weathered but sturdy. “Ever sailed?” he asked, wind ruffling his hair.

“No,” she said, stepping aboard, his hand steadying her—a touch that lingered, heat creeping up her arm. He pointed out nets, ropes, his voice low over the sea’s roar, and she felt it—tension, thick and unspoken, coiling tighter.
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A storm brewed over Porthcove, clouds bruising the sky as Elise stood at her cottage window, sketching the sea’s churn. Two weeks in, and Cornwall had seeped into her—its wildness thawing her burnout, Callum’s presence stoking something else. At thirty-two, she’d buried desire under deadlines, but here, with him, it flickered—his rough hands, his quiet intensity, the way he’d steadied her on the boat.

Rain lashed down by noon, wind rattling the panes, and she bundled into a coat, craving air. The cliff path was slick, waves crashing below, and she slipped—mud coating her jeans, a curse on her lips. Footsteps crunched, and Callum appeared—rain-soaked, sweater clinging to his chest—hauling her up, his grip firm.

“Careful,” he said, voice rough, green eyes dark under dripping hair. “Told you not to fall.”

“Trying,” she laughed, breathless, his hands lingering on her arms. They trudged to the cottage, drenched, and inside, he stoked the fire as she peeled off her coat, her sweater clinging, outlining her curves. “Tea?” she offered, shivering.

“Yeah,” he grunted, but his gaze followed her—her damp hair, her hips—and the air thickened. She brewed it, hands shaky, and they sat by the hearth, steam rising, silence heavy. “Storm’ll pass,” he said, sipping, his knee brushing hers.

“Good,” she murmured, meeting his eyes, and time slowed—his breath, her pulse, the pull. He set his mug down, leaning closer, and she mirrored him, lips parting. “Callum,” she whispered, and his hand cupped her face—callused, warm—thumb tracing her jaw.

He kissed her—slow, tentative, tasting of tea and salt—then deeper, tongue teasing hers, a hungry edge that stole her breath. Her hands fisted his sweater, tugging him closer, and he pressed her into the couch, firelight dancing over them. His mouth moved—down her neck, sucking a mark—and she gasped, arching, fingers sliding under his shirt, tracing muscle slick with rain.

“Elise,” he rasped, hands roaming—up her sides, under her sweater—palming her breasts through her bra, thumbs brushing peaks that hardened fast. She moaned, soft, and he paused—eyes searching, a question—and she nodded, wanting more. A knock shattered it—sharp, loud—and he pulled back, cursing, as a neighbor called about a loose boat.

“Later,” he said, voice rough, standing, and she nodded, breathless, the storm outside echoing the one within.
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The storm had blown out by morning, leaving Porthcove glistening under a weak sun, the sea calmer but restless. Elise Harper stood on her cottage porch, sipping tea, her dark hair loose over a sweater that hid the flush still lingering from last night’s near-kiss with Callum Reid. Three weeks into her sabbatical, the corporate burnout was fading, replaced by a pulse she hadn’t felt in years—his rough hands, his green eyes, the heat of his mouth on hers before the interruption. At thirty-two, she’d buried desire under spreadsheets, but here, it roared like the tide.

Callum knocked at ten, his navy sweater speckled with salt, a coil of rope over his shoulder. “Boat needs work,” he said, voice low, a flicker in his gaze. “Could use a hand.”

“Sure,” she replied, pulling on boots, her jeans snug, sweater loose but clinging when she moved. They walked to the harbor, air sharp with fish and brine, and boarded *The Selkie*—his fishing boat, weathered and sturdy. He showed her nets—tangled, damp—teaching her to mend them, his fingers brushing hers as they worked, a jolt each time.

“Like this,” he said, guiding her hands, his chest close, breath warm on her neck. She nodded, focusing on the knots, but her pulse raced—his scent, sea and sweat, intoxicating. Midday sun climbed, sweat beading on her brow, and she shed her sweater—tank top underneath, clinging to her curves, bra faintly visible. His eyes darkened, lingering
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