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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance rooted in emotional realism, meaningful tension, and steady, character-driven payoff. Each story is built to feel intimate and cinematic at the same time, with strong settings, earned connection, and a romance arc that stays within safe, retailer-compliant boundaries while still delivering depth, longing, and a satisfying sense of arrival.
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For every person who learned to be strong because no one showed up, and for the quiet moment when you finally let someone step into the storm with you.
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​Cast Snapshot

[image: ]


Celia is the keeper of Hallow Bay’s emergency weather logs, the person who always knows the tide times, the wind shifts, and the names behind the warnings, even when she pretends she only cares about accuracy.
Kellan is an infrastructure risk analyst sent to review failures and write reports people hate, but there is a steadiness in him that does not look like ambition so much as a promise he keeps making to himself.

Marae is the lighthouse volunteer coordinator who can turn panic into a checklist with one sentence, and who understands Hallow Bay’s people the way locals understand weather.

Owen is the coast response operator on the radio line, a calm voice that becomes a lifeline when the power dies and the sea starts taking what it wants.

Tamsin is Celia’s closest friend in town, fiercely practical and softly protective, the kind of person who shows up before you admit you need help.

Elias is the headland mechanic who knows every bolt and hinge of the old lighthouse systems, and who has spent years trying to keep the station alive with spare parts and stubbornness.
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The first gust hit like a fist against the glass, and the lighthouse windows answered with a thin, trembling rattle that made Celia’s teeth tighten. She did not flinch, not outwardly. She simply pressed her palm to the edge of the desk to steady the paper map that wanted to skate away, and she watched the needle on the barometer dip another fraction.

Outside, the headland was a smear of black and slate, ocean and sky braided into one angry thing. The beam of the lighthouse should have been slicing the dark on a clean rhythm, but tonight the old lens was shut down, power rerouted to the emergency console and the backup generator that growled like it resented being needed.

Celia leaned closer to the radio unit and listened through the hiss.

“Station Nine,” a voice crackled, strained but controlled. “Confirm you’re still on auxiliary.”

“I’m on auxiliary,” Celia said. Her own voice sounded steadier than she felt, which was the point. “I’ve got the generator holding. If we lose fuel pressure, I can cut the floodlights to preserve the line.”

A pause, then the same voice returned, softer in a way that meant the person on the other end was weighing how much truth to hand her. “This system is moving faster than forecast. They’re calling it Storm Orla officially now. The tide is cresting early.”

Celia’s gaze flicked to the clock above the door. 11:47 p.m. The night had already taken on that distorted sense of time storms always carried, minutes stretching and snapping, the air itself taut with it.

“I know,” she said. “I’m watching it.”

She didn’t add that she had been watching it since the first low-pressure spiral showed up on the charts three days ago. She didn’t add that her storm log had a blank page waiting, already dated, already titled, already ready to record whatever the sea decided to do to Hallow Bay tonight.

“Celia,” the voice said again, more personal now. “Evac route is compromised. The north road’s flooded at the bend.”

Her fingers tightened on the pen. “Then we use the upper trail past the old boathouse.”

“That trail is a mess.”

“It’s higher,” she replied. “And it exists. Tell them to take headlamps and stay in pairs.”

The radio hissed with agreement that wasn’t quite confidence. In the background, Celia heard another voice calling coordinates, the clipped cadence of someone trying to keep order while wind and water erased plans.

The lighthouse shuddered again, not a crack or a groan, but the deep, animal vibration of a structure taking repeated blows. Celia forced herself to breathe low, slow, to keep her lungs from climbing up into her throat.

She did not panic. Panic was a luxury for people who believed someone else would handle the outcome.

She reached for the storm log and wrote the first line with a deliberate hand.

11:48 p.m. Wind increasing. Pressure falling. Power rerouted to emergency systems. The town is listening.

A scrape sounded at the metal stairwell behind her. Not the usual settling creak. This was sharper, irregular, like someone’s boot catching a step.

Celia’s pen paused mid-stroke.

The lighthouse had been locked since dusk. Marae had checked the bolts herself, had tugged each one as if she could physically keep the storm out through sheer insistence. The only people who should be here now were Celia and the humming machines.

Another scrape, closer. Then a thud. The unmistakable sound of a shoulder meeting a door.

Celia didn’t stand yet. She reached under the desk, fingers curling around the flashlight and the small emergency flare gun that had been there since last season. She hated that she knew exactly where it sat without looking.

A final hit rattled the lock, and then the voice came through the door, muffled, male, strained by wind.

“Open up. Please.”

Celia’s stomach went cold in a way she refused to let show in her hands. She moved toward the door with slow purpose, staying quiet long enough to listen for the rhythm beneath the words.

Not drunk. Not careless. Not the slur of someone reckless with their own safety. This sounded like someone fighting to keep air in their lungs.

She pressed her face to the small reinforced window set into the door. Outside was a smear of rain and darkness. Then the beam from the emergency floodlight caught a shape close to the glass, head bowed, shoulders hunched, hair plastered to a forehead, one hand braced against the frame.

When he lifted his head, the light caught the raw concentration in his eyes, the kind a person wore when pain was present but secondary.

Celia recognized him anyway.

Not from town. Not from the volunteer teams. From the council meeting two weeks ago, when the seawall funding had turned into shouting and blame, when her voice had been too sharp and his had been too calm, and the calm had made her furious.

Kellan.

He mouthed something she couldn’t hear. His lips shaped words she could guess by the desperation of them.

I didn’t have a choice.

Celia’s first instinct was to leave the lock untouched. Not out of cruelty. Out of logic. The headland road was already unsafe, the station had one purpose tonight, and the emergency line behind her was not a place for personal complications.

But his hand slid down the doorframe, and she saw it then, the dark smear on his fingers. Blood, thinned by rain, running toward his wrist. He had a cut somewhere deeper than the surface.

The radio behind her crackled again. “Station Nine, confirm status. We’ve got families at the ridge. We need your floodlight to hold.”

“I’m here,” Celia said into the mic without turning away from the door. “I’m still on.”

A gust slammed into the exterior wall, and Kellan flinched, his shoulder curling protectively, like his body knew the next impact would hurt.

Celia’s hand hovered over the latch. She heard her own pulse in her ears, and she hated that she could feel it at all. She hated the old reflex that whispered this is what happens when you let people in, they bring chaos with them.

Through the window, Kellan’s gaze locked to hers, and there was something in it that wasn’t entitlement or demand. It was the bare honesty of someone who had run out of safer options.

“I’m not here to argue,” he said, voice muffled but clear enough now. “I got stuck on the headland. My phone’s dead. I can’t get back down. If you don’t open, I’m going to pass out here.”

Celia’s jaw tightened, her mind already tallying consequences. If she let him in, she had to account for him. She had to split attention. She had to accept an unknown variable inside the only place in town still powered and connected.

If she didn’t, she would be leaving a person to the storm.

Her hand closed on the latch.

The bolt slid back with a metallic click that sounded too loud in the small space. Celia pulled the door open only as far as the chain allowed, enough to confirm what she already knew.

Kellan staggered forward, and the storm tried to push him with its whole body.

Celia snapped the chain free and yanked him inside, slamming the door with her shoulder before the wind could follow. The pressure change made her ears ring. For a half second, she stood with her back against the door, feeling the violent insistence on the other side.

Kellan leaned forward, hands braced on his knees, sucking in air. Water streamed off him in rivulets that made the floor slick.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Celia said, because it was the truest thing she could reach quickly.

“I know,” he said hoarsely. “I didn’t plan to be.”

Celia’s gaze dropped to his hand. The cut was along the palm and the base of his thumb, deep enough that the skin gaped when he flexed it. He had wrapped it with fabric that looked like it had been torn from a shirt, but it was soaked through.

“What happened?” she asked.

Kellan lifted his head, and the emergency lights washed his face in a stark glow. He looked older than he had under fluorescent council lights. He looked like someone who had been carrying a decision for too long.

“I was trying to get to the station before the line went down,” he said. “I needed to give you something.”

Celia’s throat tightened. “Give me something.”

He reached into his jacket with his good hand. Celia’s body went still, ready to react, but he pulled out a sealed envelope, thick paper, corners bent from being kept close.

He held it out like it was heavy.

Celia didn’t take it. “Why would you bring that here tonight.”

“Because I read your storm logs,” Kellan said, and when Celia’s eyes narrowed, he shook his head once. “Not the private ones. The archived ones. The ones everyone pretends are just numbers. You track patterns no one else bothers to see.”

Celia felt the flare of anger so sharp it almost steadied her. “You went through my records.”

“They’re public record,” he said, and then, as if he understood the way that landed, he added quietly, “I’m sorry. I didn’t come to use them against you. I came because they convinced me you were right.”

The words hit like a wave she didn’t expect. Celia blinked once, as if her eyes could clear the sentence away.

Before she could respond, the radio burst with a new voice, not Owen’s, not any of the official lines.

It was a woman, breathless, frantic, and the signal was weak, breaking apart under interference.

“Help,” the voice cried. “Please, somebody—Cel—Celia, are you there”

Celia’s blood turned to ice.

No one on the official channels called her that way. No one said her name like it was a rope.

The speaker hissed and popped, and the woman’s voice came again, thinner, urgent enough to bruise.

“They’ve got the ridge trail blocked. The water’s rising fast. The kids—”

Static ate the rest.

Celia lunged for the controls, fingers flying, trying to stabilize the signal. “This is Station Nine,” she snapped, forcing command into her tone. “Say your location. Say it now.”

Another burst of static. Then three words, shredded by interference but unmistakable.

“Boathouse. Old boathouse.”

Celia’s breath caught, not from fear, from something worse. Recognition. The upper trail she had just told them to use ran past the old boathouse.

Her mind flashed through the map, the elevation lines, the storm surge timing. The boathouse sat in a dip that looked harmless on clear days and became a trap when the sea pushed in.

Kellan straightened beside her, the envelope forgotten in his hand. “What is it?”

Celia didn’t answer immediately. She fought the radio, fought the storm, fought the spike of guilt that tried to claw up her throat.

Then she forced herself to speak, because the town was listening, and because this was the moment the storm log would never forgive her for.

“There are people at the old boathouse,” she said, voice tight. “They took my route.”

Kellan’s gaze held hers for one breath, and in it Celia saw the question he didn’t ask out loud.

What are you going to do?

Outside, the lighthouse trembled again, and somewhere down the headland a siren wailed, long and thin, like grief turned into sound.

Celia looked at the radio, at the storm chart, at the envelope in Kellan’s hand, and then at his injured palm, the blood still seeping through the makeshift wrap.

She could stay at the console, keep the line open, keep the floodlight running, and send volunteers into the dark with instructions and prayers.

Or she could do the thing she never did.

She could leave the station.

She could go into the storm herself.

Celia’s fingers hovered over the transmit button. Her voice, when it came, was quiet but absolute.

“Owen,” she said into the mic, “I’m going off the console. Keep the line alive. Keep the ridge teams moving. If the generator stutters, cut the floodlights, not the radio.”

A beat of stunned silence crackled through. “Celia, negative. You can’t—”

“I can,” she said, and she hated how calm she sounded, because calm meant commitment. “And I’m not going alone.”

She turned to Kellan.

He didn’t ask why. He didn’t argue. He simply nodded once, as if he had already decided the moment he stepped through her door that he would not be a stranger who walked away.

Outside, the storm roared like it heard her choice and took it personally.
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​Chapter 1: The Boathouse Dip
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Celia moved with the kind of speed that didn’t look hurried, because she had trained herself out of looking hurried. Hurrying was what you did when you hoped you could outrun consequences. This was different. This was a sequence, a practiced set of motions that kept her hands useful while her mind tried to solve three problems at once.

She crossed to the supply cabinet, yanked it open, and pulled a flashlight, two headlamps, a coil of rope, and the compact first-aid pouch that lived on the second shelf. The lighthouse shook again, the deep vibration running through the floorboards into her ankles, and she shut the cabinet door with her hip like she’d done it a hundred times.

Kellan stood just inside the entryway, dripping onto the worn mat, his shoulders still slightly hunched as if his body didn’t trust the walls to hold. Water ran from his hair down the sides of his face, tracing his jaw, making him look carved out of the storm itself. He didn’t move toward her supplies. He didn’t ask permission. He simply watched, quiet, like he knew the fastest way to be allowed in a room was to make himself smaller in it.

Celia held out the first-aid pouch without ceremony. “Sit.”

His gaze flicked to the stairwell, the radio console beyond, the closed door. Then he nodded and lowered himself onto the bench by the window, careful with his injured hand. When he moved his thumb, the fabric wrap darkened again, and Celia’s irritation sharpened into something she refused to name. Not sympathy. Not yet. Just the blunt reality that a bleeding person was now part of her problem.

She knelt in front of him, unzipping the pouch. “If you pass out on the trail, I’ll drag you, and I won’t be gentle.”

A small breath of a laugh escaped him, almost surprised by its existence. “Fair.”

Celia peeled back the soaked wrap. The cut was jagged, likely from metal or splintered wood, and it had the angry look of something made worse by rain and grit. She cleaned it quickly, her hands steady while the storm raged against the glass. She felt his attention on her face, not her hands, and it made her back straighten.

“This happened on the way here,” she said.

Kellan’s voice stayed calm, but there was a tightness around it. “Gate on the headland. The latch snapped. I tried to force it. Bad idea.”

“Most of your ideas seem to involve forcing things,” Celia replied before she could stop herself.

The words landed between them with a familiar weight, an echo of the council room. The same tension, the same heat without warmth.

Kellan didn’t flinch. He watched her wrap the cut with fresh gauze and tape. “That’s not inaccurate,” he admitted. “But tonight I’m trying something else.”

Celia secured the bandage and sat back on her heels. “Which is?”

“Showing up,” he said, and then, as if he knew how easily that could be mistaken for arrogance, he added, “and doing what you tell me to do.”

Celia’s mouth tightened. She hated that part of her wanted to believe him. Belief makes you soft. Soft got you stranded.

The radio console crackled behind them. Owen’s voice came through, low and clipped. “Station Nine. Owen here. Celia, confirm you heard the boathouse call.”

Celia pushed to her feet and strode back to the console. “I heard it.”

A beat. “And you’re going off-line.”

“I’m going off the console,” Celia corrected. “Not off-line. Keep the radio open. Keep the ridge teams moving. Use the floodlight in bursts if you have to. If the generator coughs, cut the lights first.”

“You can’t be in two places,” Owen said, and it wasn't an argument so much as fear disguised as instruction.

Celia looked at the storm chart, then at the map she’d pinned down with a metal ruler. The upper trail was still the best option, but the dip by the boathouse was a known risk. She heard the woman’s voice again in her mind, the way it had broken apart, the way it had said to the kids as if that word was a prayer.

“I’m choosing the place that needs me most,” Celia said. “Mark my position. If I don’t check in within fifteen minutes, send Marae.”

Owen’s inhale hissed through the line. “Marae is already on the ridge coordinating. Celia—”

“I know,” Celia cut in, then softened her tone by a fraction, because Owen was not the enemy. Panic was. “Hold the line. That’s what you can do. That’s what you do best.”

Silence, and then Owen’s voice returned, steadier. “Copy. Keep your headlamp on low. Wind is cutting visibility down to nothing.”

Celia keyed the mic. “Understood.”

She turned, and Kellan was already standing, pulling a second jacket from a hook by the door as if he had made himself useful in the only way a stranger could. He didn’t ask if it was allowed. He held it out, offering, waiting for her decision.

Celia took it, because the storm didn’t care about pride. She shoved her arms into it and tightened the cuffs.

Kellan nodded toward the envelope, still damp at the edges, sitting on the bench where he’d dropped it. “You should take that.”

Celia’s gaze flicked to it, then away. “Now is not the time for paperwork.”

“It’s not paperwork,” he said, and something in his voice shifted. Not urgency. No command. Something more vulnerable. “It’s an apology I didn’t know how to say out loud.”

Celia stared at him. A storm wasn’t a place for apologies. Apologies belonged in calm rooms, in daytime, when you could control the shape of the conversation.

“And it’s also information,” Kellan added, his eyes steady. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

Celia held out her hand. “Then give it to me.”

Kellan crossed the small space and placed the envelope in her palm like it weighed more than paper. His fingers brushed her knuckles, brief contact, nothing dramatic, but it made Celia aware of how cold her hands were and how warm his were despite being soaked through.

She slid the envelope into the inner pocket of her jacket without opening it.

“Move,” she said, and grabbed the rope.

The door opened, and the storm came in like it had been waiting, a wall of rain angled hard enough to sting. The wind shoved at them immediately, pushing against their bodies with a blunt, relentless insistence, and Celia’s breath caught for the briefest second before she forced it back into rhythm.

Kellan stepped in front of her without being told, angling his shoulders to take the first hit. It wasn’t heroic. It was practical. It made Celia’s irritation flare again, because she didn’t like needing anyone else’s body as a barrier.

She clipped her headlamp on and swung the beam low, searching for the path markers that had been set into the ground years ago when the lighthouse still had funding and attention.

The headland trail was a narrow ribbon, dirt and stone, slick underfoot. Beyond it, the world fell away into black. Celia kept her eyes on the ground and her mind on the map, counting steps by instinct more than logic.

Kellan stayed close at her side, not crowding, not touching, but near enough that she could feel his presence like heat through cold air. Every so often, he glanced over his shoulder, checking the lighthouse behind them, checking the dark ahead, as if he had to verify the world existed in both directions.

“You told them to use this route,” he said, his voice raised to cut through the wind.

“Yes,” Celia snapped.

“And it funnelled them to the boathouse dip,” he continued, not accusing, just stating.

Celia’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Kellan’s gaze met hers, brief, sharp. “Then we get them out.”

Celia didn’t like how simple he made it. Simple didn’t leave room for guilt. Simple didn’t let you punish yourself for mistakes. Simple was action, and action was dangerous because it could fail in front of you.

They moved faster. Rain plastered Celia’s hair to her temples, and the cold soaked into her bones in a way she tried not to think about. The storm smelled like salt and iron, like the sea had scraped itself raw.

Her radio, clipped to her jacket, crackled. Owen’s voice came through again. “Celia. Any visuals on the boathouse team?”

“Not yet,” Celia replied. “The wind is pushing me off line.”

“Copy. Ridge teams are adjusting. We’ve got two families safe at the school shelter. Others are still unaccounted for. We’re getting a repeat call on the emergency line, asking for you.”

Celia’s stomach tightened. “Asking for me.”

There was hesitation, and then Owen said, “They keep saying a name. Not Celia.”

Celia’s throat went dry. The headlamp beam shook slightly as she stepped over a washed-out patch of trail.

Kellan looked at her, brow furrowing. “What name?”

Celia didn’t answer. Her mind flashed to a different storm, years ago, a different night, a different version of herself that had believed warnings were enough.

Owen’s voice came again, quieter. “Cleo. They keep saying Cleo. Is that you?”

The wind seemed to pause, not in reality, but in Celia’s perception, as if her body had gone momentarily hollow. Cleo was a name she had packed away like a broken thing. Cleo belonged to a time before the sea had taught her what it took.

Celia forced her lungs to work. “It’s me,” she said into the radio. “Tell them I heard.”

Kellan’s gaze stayed on her, steady and searching, but he didn’t ask again. He simply nodded once, like he’d file the information away for later, for a moment when the storm wasn’t chewing up the world around them.

That restraint hit Celia harder than curiosity would have. It suggested he understood boundaries. It suggested he might respect them.

It was, infuriatingly, attractive in the most inconvenient way.

They reached a bend where the trail widened into a rough clearing. The old boathouse should have been visible from here, a squat outline against the lower ground. Instead, the darkness swallowed everything.

Celia swung the headlamp beam, searching. “Where is it?”

Kellan crouched, bracing his good hand against his knee as he peered into the rain. “There,” he said, pointing. “Low. See that line of driftwood? Water pushed it there.”

Celia followed his gesture and caught a darker shape, a suggestion of structure, a roofline barely breaking the black.

The dip was already filling.

Water pooled where the ground sank, rising with each surge, as if the sea had found a mouth to pour itself into. The boathouse sat at the lowest point like a foolish promise.

Celia’s stomach turned. “They’re trapped.”

“Not yet,” Kellan said, and there was a firmness in his tone that made Celia glance at him. “Not if we move.”

They dropped down the slope carefully, boots sinking into mud. The wind shifted, and the smell changed, thicker, sharper. The boathouse came into clearer view, its wooden siding dark with wet, its door half-open, banging in the wind like a warning.

Celia’s radio crackled with a weak voice. The same woman as before, breathless, frightened, but still functioning. “Cleo? Cleo, are you there?”

Celia’s chest tightened at the sound. “I’m here,” she called into the radio, then realized the woman might not even have a radio, might be calling through the emergency line, and Celia’s words were for Owen, for the line, for the thin thread that might translate her presence into safety.

She shoved the radio back against her jacket and ran the last few steps toward the boathouse, Kellan right behind her.

The door slammed inward as the wind caught it. Celia grabbed the edge and hauled it open, bracing herself against the sudden force. Inside, the air smelled of damp wood and fuel and human fear.

A cluster of people huddled near the far wall, their shapes lit by a single lantern set on a crate. Two kids clung to an adult’s legs, their faces buried. Another adult stood with hands out, as if trying to calm everyone by physically holding the air steady.

And near the center of it all, soaked to the skin, hair plastered to her face, was Tamsin.

Tamsin’s eyes found Celia’s, and relief hit her so hard she swayed. “Cleo,” she breathed, and the name wasn’t a mistake. It was a key. It unlocked a version of Celia that existed in exactly one person’s memory.

Celia swallowed. “Tamsin.”

Tamsin made a sound that was half laugh, half sob. “I knew you’d come.”

Behind Celia, Kellan stepped into the doorway, and Celia felt his presence pause. She didn’t have to turn to know he’d heard the name. She felt it in the way the air between them shifted, subtle but real.

Celia forced her attention back to the room. “How many?”

Tamsin wiped at her face with the back of her hand, smearing rain. “Seven. Two kids. One older man. One ankle sprain. And the water came in faster than we thought. We tried to climb out, but the trail—” Her voice broke. “The trail vanished.”

Celia glanced at the floor. Water seeped through cracks, shallow now, but moving, constantly moving, as if the boathouse itself was bleeding sea into the room.

Celia’s mind snapped into assessment. “We can’t stay. We go now, before the next surge fills this dip.”

The older man, hunched on a crate, lifted his head. His face was pale, eyes wide. “We can’t go back up. It’s too slippery.”

“We don’t go back the way you came,” Celia said. “We go east, along the higher ridge, then cut toward the school shelter. We stay in pairs. We keep low. We move when the gusts lull.”

Tamsin stared at her. “You’re sure.”

Celia almost laughed at the question, because certainty was a lie. But she nodded anyway. “I’m sure enough.”

Kellan stepped forward, his voice calm, carrying in a way Celia hadn’t expected. “Let’s organize. Kids in the middle. Strongest adults on the outside. One person holds the lantern low and covered, so the wind doesn’t snatch it.”

The group turned toward him. Strangers taking instruction from a stranger. Celia’s irritation flickered, and then died, because his suggestions were good. Because he spoke like someone used to being ignored until a crisis proved him right.

Tamsin’s gaze shifted between Celia and Kellan, a question in it that she didn’t ask, because now wasn’t a time for that kind of curiosity. Still, the question existed, bright and sharp.

Celia crouched beside the older man. “What’s your name?”

“Malcolm,” he said, voice thin.

“Can you walk,” Celia asked.

“I can,” Malcolm replied, though his hands trembled as he pushed himself up.

Celia glanced at his shoes, soaked, slick. “Tie your laces tight. No loose ends. You trip, you don’t get up fast.”

Malcolm’s mouth tightened, but he nodded.

Celia stood and turned to the two kids, who were still clinging to an adult’s legs. “Hey,” she said, pitching her voice lower, softer. “Look at me.”

One of them, a girl with wet curls stuck to her cheeks, peeked up at Celia with wide eyes.

Celia held her gaze. “We’re going to walk like we’re part of one long rope,” Celia told her. “Not fast. Not slow. Just steady. Can you do steady.”

The girl nodded, a tiny movement.

Celia felt something tighten in her chest, not grief, not exactly, but the familiar ache of responsibility.

Kellan moved beside her, lowering himself to the kids’ level. “You two are going to be the bravest ones tonight,” he said, not in a way that demanded, but in a way that invited. “Because brave doesn’t mean you’re not scared. It means you keep moving anyway.”

The boy, younger, blinked hard. “Are we going to die?”

The question hit the room like a thrown stone. Adults stiffened. Tamsin’s face went white.

Celia felt the old storm flash in her mind, the way questions like that didn’t get asked until it was too late.

Kellan didn’t look away. He met the boy’s gaze with the steadiness of someone making a promise he intended to keep. “Not tonight,” he said. “Not if we listen and stick together. You hear me. Not tonight.”

The boy stared at him, searching for lies. Then, slowly, he nodded.

Celia watched Kellan for a heartbeat too long. He didn’t flinch from the weight of the promise. He simply carried it. That kind of courage wasn’t loud. It wasn’t showy. It was a choice, repeated.

The water at Celia’s boots rose another inch.

“Now,” Celia said, and clapped her hands once to snap the room into motion. “We go now.”

They formed a line. Tamsin took one child’s hand. Another adult took the other. Celia took the rope and looped it through multiple hands, creating a shared anchor. Kellan positioned himself at the back, not because he wanted to lead, but because he wanted to catch whoever fell behind.

Celia pushed the boathouse door open, and the storm immediately tried to rip it from her grasp. She planted her feet and leaned in, using her shoulder, using her weight.

“Stay low,” she called. “One step at a time. Don’t look at the water. Look at my light.”

They stepped into the dip.

The ground was worse than Celia expected. Mud sucked at their boots, and water pooled in hidden hollows. The wind shoved sideways, and the line swayed, human bodies fighting gravity and gusts.

Celia held her headlamp beam low, scanning for the higher ground line she knew was there, though now it looked like a rumour. She could feel Tamsin behind her, trembling through their shared rope like a current.

“Celia,” Tamsin said, voice raw. “I tried to get them out earlier. I did. But the kids were freezing and Malcolm couldn’t—”

“I know,” Celia said, and kept moving. “I know.”

The words weren’t forgiveness. Forgiveness implied blame. This was something else. Recognition. We did what we could, and it wasn’t enough, and now we do more.

A gust slammed into them so hard Celia stumbled. Her foot slid on slick earth, and for a split second she felt the ground vanish under her. Her body tilted, the dip pulling her toward the water’s mouth.

The rope jerked tight. Her breath caught. She heard someone gasp.

Then Kellan’s hand clamped around her forearm, firm and immediate, and he pulled her back with a force that didn’t yank so much as anchor. Celia’s boots found purchase again, and she lurched upright, heart beating hard enough to make her vision sharpen at the edges.

Celia’s throat went tight. She looked at Kellan over her shoulder. His face was rain-streaked, jaw set, eyes locked on hers.

“I’ve got you,” he said, simple, absolute.

The words hit Celia in a place she usually kept guarded. She didn’t let people have her. She didn’t let people claim her safety like it was their right.

But her arm still tingled where his hand had been, and she couldn’t deny the truth of it. He had her. In that moment, the difference between a stranger and a partner was one choice.

Celia forced her gaze forward again. “Keep moving,” she ordered, and the line obeyed.

They reached the start of the ridge trail, where the ground rose and the water receded by degrees. The wind was still brutal, but the pull of the dip lessened. The group’s breathing stayed ragged, but it was breathing, still happening, still possible.

Celia keyed her radio with numb fingers. “Owen. I have the boathouse group. Seven total. Two kids. We’re heading east ridge toward the school.”

Owen’s reply crackled through, relief barely contained. “Copy. Ridge teams will meet you halfway. Marae is moving now.”

Celia kept her voice steady. “Tell Marae to bring blankets. The kids are soaked.”

Kellan leaned close enough that his voice reached Celia’s ear without the storm stealing it. “Your friend called you Cleo.”

Celia’s stomach tightened again, annoyance flaring because he chose now to speak about it, but he didn’t press. He didn’t ask why. He didn’t ask what it meant. He simply said it, like he was acknowledging a truth she might try to pretend didn’t exist.

Celia stared ahead, eyes on the narrow path, on the dark shapes of scrub that bent low under wind. “It’s an old name,” she said. That was all.

Kellan paused, then said softly, “Did you change it because of a storm.”

The question landed too close. Celia’s breath caught, and she hated that he could see through her without being invited.

“Focus on your footing,” she snapped.

Kellan fell silent. But he stayed close, steady, and Celia felt his restraint like a weight she didn’t know how to carry.

They moved along the ridge. The trail here was narrower, edged by rock on one side and a drop into darkness on the other. The wind tore at them, and the rain made the headlamp beams useless past a few feet.

Tamsin stumbled once, and Celia caught her elbow. Tamsin’s eyes were glassy. “I’m sorry,” she said, the words barely audible. “I shouldn’t have called you that.”

Celia tightened her grip. “Stop apologizing,” she said, because she couldn’t afford to let Tamsin open that door. Not right now. “Save your breath.”

Tamsin nodded, but her gaze lingered on Celia’s face. There was so much history in that look it made Celia’s skin ache.

The group crested a small rise, and for a moment the wind shifted, giving them a brief lull. The silence was almost startling. In that pocket of calm, Celia heard it clearly.

A second sound.

Not wind. Not rain.

A low, grinding groan from behind them, as if the land itself was shifting.

Celia twisted, headlamp beam swinging.

Down in the dip, the boathouse roofline was barely visible. But the water around it was rising, fast, surging in like the sea had been holding its breath.

Then a larger wave hit the dip, and the boathouse door, still open from their exit, slammed inward and vanished under the surge.

The sight punched Celia in the chest. If they’d been two minutes later, the group would have been trapped with water climbing their legs, climbing their lungs.

Kellan’s voice came close again, low. “You got them out.”

Celia swallowed hard. She did not allow herself to cry. Crying didn’t change outcomes. Crying didn’t build shelters.

But her throat burned anyway.

They kept moving.

Halfway to the school trail junction, a beam of light flickered ahead, then steadied. A figure appeared through the rain, headlamp bright, body braced against the wind.

Marae.

Celia’s relief was immediate, sharp. Marae moved fast, arriving at Celia’s side with the efficiency of someone who had done this kind of thing before, even if she hadn’t. Her raincoat was plastered to her, her hair a wet braid against her neck.

“You’re insane,” Marae shouted over the wind, and then, softer, “Thank you.”

Celia didn’t have room for the gratitude. She simply nodded toward the group. “Blankets.”

Marae handed them off, one by one, wrapping the kids first. The kids clung to the warmth like it was a lifeline.

Marae’s gaze flicked to Kellan, assessing. “And you are.”

“Kellan,” he said. “I’m helping.”

Marae’s eyes narrowed slightly, as if she recognized him. Then she looked back at Celia. A silent question passed between them.

Celia did not answer it.

Marae turned to the group. “We’re almost there. Stay tight. Nobody breaks the line.”

The group moved again, stronger now with reinforcement.

Celia walked at the front, headlamp beam steady, but her mind wouldn’t stop replaying Owen’s voice saying Cleo, and Kellan’s question, and the way Tamsin’s eyes had looked when she said the name.

The storm didn’t just bring emergencies. It dragged up buried things.

At the final descent toward the school shelter, the path widened, and the wind’s angle shifted, giving them a break from the direct hit. The school building was a low shape ahead, its windows lit with generator power, a safe haven glowing in a world gone dark.

As they approached, Celia’s radio crackled again. Owen’s voice, urgent. “Celia. Incoming surge report. The tide is overtaking the lower road. The headland route is going to be compromised in the next thirty minutes. Do not attempt to return the same way.”

Celia’s stomach clenched. Return. The lighthouse. The console. The generator. The emergency station that was still the town’s thin thread.

Celia looked at the shelter doors, at the people inside who would need guidance, blankets, calm voices. She looked at the group she’d just brought to safety, exhausted and shivering and alive.

She looked at Kellan, whose bandaged hand was already seeping red again because he’d used it anyway, because he hadn’t cared about pain as long as it didn’t slow the work.

Kellan met her gaze, reading the question that had just formed in her.

If we don’t go back, who holds the line.

Celia’s fingers brushed the inner pocket of her jacket where the envelope sat, damp but intact. Information and apology. He’d insisted it mattered.

Celia pulled it out with stiff hands, her breath tight.

Kellan’s gaze flicked to the envelope. “Now,” he said quietly. “Open it now.”

Celia stared at him. The shelter light caught the rain on his lashes, the strain around his mouth. He looked like someone braced for impact that wasn’t weather.

Celia tore the envelope open.

Inside was a folded map sheet and a letter, thick paper, the ink smudged slightly at the edges from moisture but readable. The first words were not to Celia.

They went to Cleo.

Celia’s hands went cold. Her vision sharpened, narrowed. Her breath stopped doing what it was supposed to do.

Kellan’s voice was close, careful. “I didn’t know,” he said. “I didn’t see the name until after I sealed it. I swear.”

Celia couldn’t hear him properly. The world tilted. Not from the storm, not from exhaustion.

From the fact that a stranger had written her old name like it belonged in his mouth.

Marae’s voice cut through, sharp. “Celia. What is it.”

Celia stared at the letter. At the name. At the storm pressing around them.

Then Owen’s voice crackled again, more urgent. “Station Nine. Celia, respond. We’ve got another call. Someone is stranded at the lighthouse access gate. They’re saying they have your storm log.”

Celia’s heart slammed against her ribs.

Her storm log was supposed to be in a locked drawer.

Celia lifted her gaze to Kellan, to Marae, to the shelter light, to the dark line of headland beyond.

And for the first time that night, Celia felt something like fear take shape in her chest, not for herself, but for the secrets the storm had decided to drag into the open.

She pressed the radio button with a hand that didn’t feel like her own. “Owen,” she said, voice low and steady, as if steadiness could control the outcome. “Tell me who it is. Tell me exactly who has my log.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Name in the Static
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The school shelter smelled like wet wool, instant coffee, and the sharp mineral tang of rain carried in on every coat. The hall lights were dimmed to conserve power, but the gym still glowed with a steady, generator-fed hum that made the room feel safer than it actually was. People moved in slow, dazed clusters, hands wrapped around paper cups, shoulders hunched against cold that had seeped past skin and into bones. Someone had found extra blankets, the scratchy kind that looked like they belonged in storage for years, and they were being passed out like small, imperfect miracles.

Celia stood just inside the doorway, the storm still roaring in her ears even though the walls held it back. She watched the group she’d pulled from the boathouse settle onto folded mats. The kids were wrapped up tight, only their noses visible, eyes wide as they tracked every new sound. Malcolm sat with his hands clasped between his knees, staring at the floor as if the idea of being alive again required concentration. Tamsin hovered near them, touching shoulders, murmuring reassurance, trying to make her own shaking stop by keeping everyone else steady.

Marae moved through the gym like she’d been born in disaster. She spoke softly, directed people to dry areas, checked on the older man’s ankle, and kept her tone calm even as her eyes flicked constantly to the doors, counting wind gusts by how hard they slammed. Celia had always admired that competence in her, the way Marae could turn fear into logistics without making anyone feel like a burden.

Kellan stood a step behind Celia, dripping onto the tile. He’d refused a blanket when Marae offered, shrugging it off with a quick shake of his head, as if warmth was an indulgence he hadn’t earned. His bandaged hand was held close to his body, and the white gauze had already started to stain through again. He looked out of place in the gym in the way strangers always did, but he was also oddly grounded, as if crisis had a way of stripping him down to essentials.

Celia’s radio vibrated against her jacket, a small insistence.

She stepped toward the quieter corner near the trophy case and pressed the transmit button. “Owen. I’m at the shelter. Who has my log.”

There was a pause, the hiss of static threading Owen’s breath. “His name is Silas. He’s the headland mechanic. He’s stuck at the access gate.”

Celia’s stomach tightened. Silas. The name landed with a memory she didn’t want to touch, like an old rope burn across the palm. She hadn’t thought of him in years, not directly, not with intention, because intention made rooms inside her open up.

“Owen,” she said carefully, “why does he have it?”

“He says the drawer was open,” Owen replied. “He says the wind got into the office when you left. He found your storm log on the floor. He grabbed it because it was getting soaked. He’s been trying to reach you for the last hour. He keeps calling you Cleo.”

Celia closed her eyes for a half second. The name threaded through her like a needle.

Kellan shifted beside her, quiet, as if he could feel the way the word changed her posture. Celia hated that he was close enough to notice.

“Is Silas hurt,” Celia asked, forcing her voice back into the realm of solvable problems.

“He says he’s fine,” Owen answered. “But the lower road flooded behind him. He can’t get back to town. He can’t get up to the lighthouse either. The access gate is pinned by debris. He’s asking if you can meet him. He says it’s important.”

Celia looked toward the shelter doors. The storm was still there, still furious. The headland route Owen warned about was already closing in the next thirty minutes, which meant any decision she made would become unchangeable quickly.

Marae approached with a blanket draped over her forearm and a look on her face that said she already knew Celia was about to do something reckless. “What now,” Marae asked, not as a complaint, as a bracing.

Celia lowered the radio. “Silas has my log. He’s stranded at the access gate.”

Marae’s expression shifted. It wasn't a surprise. It was the kind of recognition you saw on someone who understood a long-running wound. “Silas,” Marae repeated quietly.

Kellan’s gaze flicked between them, alert. “Who is he?”

“A man who fixes things when no one else bothers,” Marae said, and her voice held a sharp edge of protectiveness that made Celia’s spine stiffen. “And he’s one of the few people who remembers who Celia used to be.”

Celia’s jaw tightened. “We are not doing this here.”

Marae took a small step closer, lowering her voice so it didn’t carry. “Then where do you want to do it? In the middle of the storm. In front of strangers. Or later, when you can pretend it doesn’t matter.”

Celia’s throat felt too tight. She wanted to snap back, to make Marae step away. But Marae wasn’t wrong, and being right didn’t make it easier to hear.

Kellan spoke quietly, not pushing, but not absent either. “If your log is out there, it can’t stay out there. Not in this weather.”

“It’s not just weather,” Celia said before she could stop herself.

Kellan’s eyes stayed steady. “Then there's even more reason.”

Celia stared at him. She could still see the letter in her mind, the way it had been addressed. To Cleo. The old name written in his hand as if he had a claim on it.

Marae followed her gaze and took in the tension with a practical sort of patience. “I can handle the shelter,” Marae said. “You don’t need to convince yourself you’re the only person who can hold things together.”

Celia’s chest tightened again. The words were meant as permission, but permission always sounded like weakness to her, like someone giving you a way out.

“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” Celia replied.

Marae’s mouth pulled tight. “You didn’t have to.”

Celia looked across the gym. Tamsin had spotted her from the mat area and was watching intently, her expression a strange mix of relief and fear and something older. Celia could feel the name sitting between them like an object on the floor, something they might trip over if they weren’t careful.

Kellan leaned slightly closer. “Let me see the letter,” he said.

Celia’s hand went to the inner pocket of her jacket as if guarding it. “No.”

Kellan didn’t react to the refusal the way most people would. He didn’t take it personally. He didn’t harden. He just nodded once, as if acknowledging a boundary he would respect, and then he said, “Then let me tell you what’s in it, because I need you to understand why I came to the lighthouse tonight.”

Celia’s gaze snapped to his face. “You came because you wanted to win.”

Kellan’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes did, darkening at the edges with something like fatigue. “I came because I didn’t want to be right too late.”

Celia’s breath caught, just a fraction.

Kellan continued, his voice low enough that even Marae had to lean in slightly to hear. “I’ve been pushing for repairs on the seawall and the drainage culverts for months. Not because it’s popular. Not because it gets me thanked. Because I’ve seen what happens when people wait until after the water takes something. Tonight the forecasts shifted, and I realized the headland was going to be a choke point. If the lighthouse loses power, your emergency line goes down. If your emergency line goes down, the town loses coordination.”

Celia’s mouth tightened. She hated how reasonable it sounded when he said it like that. She hated even more that she believed him.

“So you wrote me a letter,” she said, sharp. “To Cleo.”

Kellan’s jaw worked. He glanced away briefly, then back. “I found your old name in an archived report,” he said. “A storm season summary from years ago. It listed the log keeper as Cleo. I didn’t know Celia and Cleo were the same person. I sealed the envelope before I walked into the lighthouse office. When you opened it and I saw your face, I realized what I’d done.”

He swallowed, and his voice went softer. “I’m sorry. I don’t have the right to that name.”

The apology hit Celia in a place she didn’t keep softened. It wasn’t grand. It wasn’t performative. It was clean, which made it harder to dismiss.

Marae exhaled slowly. “Celia,” she said, quiet. “Go get your log. Bring it back. Then you can decide what you want to do with the rest of it.”

Celia stared at her, then at Kellan, then toward the doors. She could feel time sliding away. The headland route would close, Owen had said. She could already picture the road underwater, the access gate pinned, the town cut into isolated pockets.

Celia pressed her radio again. “Owen. Tell Silas to stay put. Tell him to shelter behind the gate pillar if the wind shifts.”

Owen’s relief came through immediately. “Copy.”

Celia lifted her gaze to Marae. “Keep the shelter calm,” she said. “If the power flickers, don’t let them panic. Move the kids away from windows.”

Marae nodded, firm. “Go.”

Celia turned, and Kellan fell into step beside her without being asked.

She hated that part of her was grateful.

Outside, the wind hit them like a shove. The rain was colder now, sharper, as if the storm had peeled away another layer of air and found something more ruthless beneath. The streetlights were dead. The only illumination came from the shelter’s doorway and the small beams of their headlamps, which looked pathetic against the black.

Celia angled her light low and moved fast. She didn’t have room for fear. Fear would become a story later, after the storm decided what it wanted.

Kellan kept pace. His footsteps were sure, even on slick pavement. He didn’t crowd her, but he stayed close enough that she could
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