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Open Horizons

Chapter 1 – Arrivals
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The rain started sometime after midnight and followed Cory all the way down the coast.

By the time the shuttle bus curved along the narrow ocean road toward Seabrook Cove, the storm had softened into a silver mist that blurred the cliffs and dark evergreens into watercolor shapes beyond the windows. Cory rested her forehead lightly against the cool glass, watching the waves crash violently against the rocks below.

Beautiful.

Lonely.

Exactly the kind of place travel magazines loved.

The driver glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “First time here?”

Cory smiled faintly. “Is it that obvious?”

“Most people who come this far either grew up here or are trying to disappear.”

She laughed quietly at that. “Which one do I look like?”

The man shrugged. “Still deciding.”

Fair enough.

Cory looked back out at the ocean. She had spent the better part of the last six years moving from city to city with two cameras, a laptop, and a carefully maintained ability not to need anyone for too long. Travel photography sounded glamorous when people imagined sunsets and airport lounges and exotic beaches.

The reality was long flights, bad coffee, loneliness wrapped in beautiful scenery, and hotel rooms that never smelled familiar.

Still, she preferred movement to standing still.

Standing still gave people time to ask questions.

The shuttle slowed near a weathered wooden sign half-hidden by climbing ivy.

OPEN HORIZONS ECO RESORT

The letters were hand-painted and slightly uneven, as if someone had stubbornly refused to let professionalism erase personality.

Cory liked it immediately.

The resort itself sat above the cliffs overlooking the Pacific, spread across several low cedar buildings connected by lantern-lit stone paths. Even through the fog, the place felt peaceful in a way that made her chest ache unexpectedly.

Maybe because peace always felt temporary.

The driver unloaded her suitcase beneath the covered entrance. “Storm’s getting worse tonight,” he warned. “Good place to be stuck though.”

“Hopefully,” Cory said.

Inside, the lobby glowed with warm amber light and smelled faintly of cedarwood and coffee. A fire crackled in a stone fireplace near a wall lined with bookshelves and local artwork.

For a moment, Cory simply stood there, letting herself thaw.

Then she approached the front desk.

No one was there.

She waited politely, brushing damp hair behind her ear while water dripped quietly from the hem of her jacket onto the hardwood floor.

A door opened somewhere behind the reception area.

“Sorry,” a woman called distractedly. “One second.”

Cory looked up.

And forgot entirely what she’d been about to say.

The woman who emerged carried a clipboard in one hand and reading glasses in the other. She looked to be in her late thirties, maybe early forties, with dark blonde hair twisted into a loose knot that was slowly escaping after what was clearly a long day. She wore a navy sweater with the sleeves pushed to her elbows and carried herself with the exhausted efficiency of someone used to solving problems alone.

But it was her face that caught Cory’s attention.

Not because she looked glamorous.

Because she looked real.

Tired eyes. Sharp intelligence. Guarded warmth.

Beautiful in the way honest things often were.

The woman stopped short when she noticed Cory standing there.

For half a second, neither of them spoke.

Then professionalism returned to the woman’s expression.

“Hi,” she said, setting the clipboard down. “Welcome to Open Horizons. You must be Ms. Bennett.”

“Cory is fine.”

The woman nodded once. “Brianna Walsh. I manage the property.”

Her voice was calm, low, slightly rough around the edges.

Cory tried not to notice how attractive she found that.

“I have a reservation,” Cory said, sliding her confirmation email across the desk. “Ocean-view cabin. Three weeks.”

Brianna typed quickly into the computer.

The faint crease between her eyebrows deepened.

“That’s strange.”

Not the words anyone wanted to hear after eight hours of travel.

Cory forced a patient smile. “Strange how?”

Brianna frowned at the screen. “Your booking was entered correctly, but the system duplicated another reservation over yours after last week’s server outage.”

Cory blinked slowly.

“So... my cabin doesn’t exist?”

“It exists,” Brianna said carefully. “Someone else is currently in it.”

Cory closed her eyes briefly.

Of course.

Because apparently the universe refused to let her arrive anywhere without a complication attached.

Brianna exhaled softly. “I’m really sorry. We’ve been trying to fix system issues all week.”

Normally, Cory would have smiled politely and pretended not to care.

Years of transition had trained her to become agreeable when frustrated. Easygoing. Non-threatening. Pleasant enough that people wouldn’t feel uncomfortable around her longer than necessary.

But she was exhausted.

Cold.

And emotionally thinner than usual after spending the previous month working alone through three different countries.

“I booked this six months ago,” she said quietly.

“I know.”

“I’m here on assignment.”

“I understand.”

Cory gave a short humorless laugh. “Do you?”

The words came out sharper than intended.

Brianna’s posture stiffened slightly.

Immediately guilt curled in Cory’s stomach.

Great. Ten minutes here and already becoming the difficult guest.

She rubbed her forehead. “Sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

Brianna studied her for a moment before nodding once.

“It’s been a rough day?”

“You have no idea.”

Something in Brianna’s expression softened almost imperceptibly.

She turned the monitor slightly toward herself again, typing rapidly.

“There may be another option.”

Cory waited while rain battered softly against the windows behind her.

Finally Brianna looked up.

“I have one private cliffside cabin reserved for emergency maintenance overflow,” she said. “It’s larger than the room you booked, but technically not part of the active inventory yet.”

“That sounds expensive.”

“It is.”

Cory sighed internally.

There went most of her budget.

Brianna crossed her arms lightly. “I’m upgrading you at no charge.”

Cory blinked. “Seriously?”

“You shouldn’t pay for our mistake.”

For the first time since arriving, Cory felt some of the tension leave her shoulders.

“That’s... unexpectedly decent of you.”

One corner of Brianna’s mouth lifted faintly. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

“I travel for work,” Cory replied. “Hospitality and decency don’t always overlap.”

A quiet laugh escaped Brianna before she seemed to catch herself.

The sound warmed something in Cory unexpectedly.

Brianna grabbed a key from the wall behind her.

“Cabin Seven,” she said. “Far end of the property. Best ocean view we have.”

“Trying to bribe me into forgiving the disaster?”

“Is it working?”

Cory met her eyes fully for the first time.

There it was again—that strange pause between them. Brief but undeniable.

Not flirting.

Not exactly.

Just awareness.

Brianna looked away first.

“I’ll show you where it is.”

They stepped back outside beneath a shared umbrella as rain drifted sideways across the cliffs. The pathways glistened beneath hanging lanterns, and the distant roar of the ocean filled the spaces between conversation.

“You picked an intense week to visit,” Brianna said.

“I like storms.”

“That makes one of us.”

Cory smiled faintly. “You don’t strike me as someone who scares easily.”

Brianna glanced at her sideways. “You got all that from five minutes at a front desk?”

“Occupational hazard. I observe people for a living.”

“And what’s your professional opinion of me so far?”

Cory considered teasing her.

Instead she answered honestly.

“Tired,” she said softly. “But capable.”

Something unreadable crossed Brianna’s face.

The cabin appeared at the edge of the cliffs, partially hidden among windswept trees. Warm light glowed through tall windows facing the ocean.

The place was stunning.

Cory stopped walking.

“Oh wow.”

“Not terrible, right?”

“This is bigger than my apartment.”

Brianna handed her the key. Their fingers brushed briefly.

Tiny contact.

Still enough to send unexpected warmth through Cory’s chest.

Ridiculous.

She took the key carefully. “Thank you.”

Brianna nodded once, suddenly more reserved again.

“There’s coffee in the kitchen. Wi-Fi password’s on the table. Restaurant opens at six tomorrow.”

“Got it.”

For a second it seemed like Brianna might say something else.

Instead she stepped backward into the rain.

“Goodnight, Cory.”

“Goodnight.”

Cory watched her disappear down the lantern-lit path before finally entering the cabin.

The interior smelled like cedar and sea salt. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked violent dark water below the cliffs. A wool blanket lay folded beside a stone fireplace already prepared with stacked wood.

For the first time in weeks, silence didn’t feel empty.

Cory set her camera bag beside the couch and walked slowly toward the windows.

Outside, the horizon disappeared into rain and darkness.

Open horizons.

The irony almost made her laugh.

Because despite all her traveling, despite all the countries and temporary apartments and carefully maintained independence, Cory sometimes suspected she had spent years moving simply to avoid discovering there was nowhere she truly belonged.

Her phone buzzed.

A message from her editor.

Don’t forget we need emotional texture for this piece. Not just landscapes.

Cory stared at the text for a moment before setting the phone facedown.

Emotional texture.

Right.

Outside, lightning flashed across the ocean.

And somewhere back near the main lodge, a woman with tired eyes and guarded kindness was probably still cleaning up problems long after everyone else had gone to sleep.

Cory didn’t know why she kept thinking about her already.

Maybe because loneliness recognized itself.

Or maybe because something about Brianna felt unfinished in a way Cory understood too well.

She watched the storm a little longer before finally pulling the curtains closed.

Tomorrow she would start photographing the coastline.

Tomorrow she would keep things professional.

Tomorrow she would remember that temporary places were safer than permanent ones.

But as the storm rolled endlessly against the cliffs outside, Cory found herself thinking less about the assignment—and more about the woman standing behind the front desk beneath warm amber light.
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Chapter 2 – Temporary Things
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Cory woke before dawn to the sound of waves colliding against the cliffs below the cabin.

For a moment she stayed still beneath the heavy blankets, listening to the storm’s aftermath settle into softer rain and distant thunder. Pale gray light filtered through the curtains, turning the room silver-blue with early morning quiet.

She had slept harder than expected.

That alone felt unusual.

Most nights her mind refused to fully power down, always alert in unfamiliar places. Hotels, rentals, guesthouses—it rarely mattered how beautiful they were. Temporary spaces trained the body not to relax too deeply.

But this cabin felt different somehow.

Maybe because it didn’t feel manufactured.

Nothing about Open Horizons seemed polished enough to be fake.

Cory stretched slowly before reaching for her phone. A few unread emails waited for her, along with flight promotions, assignment deadlines, and a message from another photographer she vaguely knew in Barcelona.

Still alive out there?

She smirked faintly before locking the screen again.

Barely.

Outside the windows, fog drifted low across the ocean while gulls circled somewhere beyond the cliffs. The storm had left the coastline wild and restless.

Perfect photography weather.

An hour later, Cory stepped onto the damp trail outside the cabin with her camera bag slung across her shoulder and a paper cup of terrible instant coffee warming her hands.

The air smelled like saltwater and pine needles.

She followed the cliffside paths toward the shoreline below, stopping every few minutes to photograph jagged rocks, wind-bent trees, and the pale light slowly emerging over the horizon.

Photography had always been easier than conversation.

People complicated things.

Landscapes didn’t ask questions.

She crouched near the edge of a rocky overlook, adjusting her lens while waves exploded below in violent white spray. Her hair whipped across her face in the wind.

Beautiful.

Lonely.

Again.

There was probably something psychologically concerning about how often she described places that way.

“You’re going to fall if you lean any farther.”

Cory startled slightly and turned.

Brianna stood several feet behind her holding two steaming coffee cups and wearing a dark green rain jacket over fitted black leggings. Her hair was loose this morning, windswept around her shoulders.

Without the structure of the front desk between them, she somehow looked younger. Softer.

Still tired though.

Cory noticed that immediately.

“You move quietly,” Cory said.

“You were focused.”

“That obvious?”

Brianna glanced toward the camera. “You’ve been standing in the same spot for ten minutes waiting for the waves to hit those rocks correctly.”

Cory laughed softly. “Okay, fair.”

Brianna stepped closer and handed her one of the cups.

“Real coffee this time,” she said. “The cabin packets taste like regret.”

Cory accepted it gratefully. “You may have just saved my life.”

“The bar’s low this early.”

They stood beside each other overlooking the water while dawn slowly unfolded across the horizon.

For several moments neither spoke.

The silence felt surprisingly comfortable.

Cory stole a glance at Brianna
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