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The coast had a way of making distance feel dishonest.
Rowan Hale watched the shoreline from the passenger seat of the ferry as if staring hard enough could turn the fog into something measurable. A pale band of sand, then darker rock, then the smear of pine and scrub—everything softened by mist, as though the world had been rubbed with a thumb.

The driver didn’t talk. The ferry didn’t either. It only groaned under its own weight and pushed forward like a reluctant animal.

Rowan’s duffel bag sat on their knees, heavy with clothes they hadn’t bothered to fold and a few books they kept pretending they were going to reread. It wasn’t a lot for a person starting over. It was more than a person should need for a job no one wanted.

Greyhook Lighthouse stood on a spit of land that jutted into the sea like a warning finger. Rowan could make it out now—first the darker blur of the tower, then the faint suggestion of the lantern room, then the lens itself catching the daylight and winking once through fog.

That wink felt personal.

“Dock’s slick,” the driver said at last, voice flat. “Watch your step.”

Rowan nodded. Their throat felt full, not of emotion exactly, but of salt air and the kind of worry that had nowhere to settle. They’d taken the job because the county posted it publicly and the pay was decent and the apartment came with it. They’d taken the job because no one in their old town would look them in the eyes anymore after the thing that happened—the thing people kept politely not naming.

They’d take the job because you can’t outrun yourself, but you can change scenery.

The ferry bumped the dock. Rope slapped wood. The driver unlatched the gate and Rowan stepped out into air that smelled like kelp and old rain.

A path cut through dune grass toward the lighthouse. No other buildings sat near it, just a small keeper’s cottage tucked against the tower and a few weather-beaten sheds with padlocks that looked too new for how old everything else seemed.

Rowan’s boots sank slightly into wet sand. Each step sounded wrong, like the beach was swallowing the noise as fast as they made it.

They reached the cottage door and found a key under a stone shaped like a heart.

That should have been comforting. Instead, it felt like proof that someone had expected them.

Inside, the cottage was cold but tidy, as if the air itself had been swept. A small kitchen, a narrow living room with a couch covered in a faded quilt, a table with one chair pulled out. The place had that particular smell of old wood and closed windows—nothing rotten, nothing alive either.

Rowan set their duffel down.

On the table, a glass bottle sat on a folded towel, like it was something fragile that needed manners.

At first glance, it looked empty. Just clear glass with a cork stopper sealed in wax the color of dried blood. But when Rowan took a step closer, the bottle... moved.

Not physically. Not like it rolled.

More like the air inside it shifted.

A tiny swirl, the suggestion of grey, a thread of cloud coiling itself into a lazy spiral. Rowan leaned in, and the bottle responded, the grey deepening into a bruise of storm.

There was sound too, faint enough that if Rowan hadn’t been holding their breath, they might’ve missed it.

A low, distant rumble.

Thunder.

Rowan’s hand rose on instinct, stopping midair. Their skin prickled with the feeling you get when you’re about to touch something hot.

The bottle hummed—no, it didn’t hum. It breathed. The cork lifted a fraction, not enough to pop free, just enough to release a cold whisper of pressure against the glass.

Rowan pulled their hand back.

“What are you?” they said aloud, and immediately felt ridiculous.

The cottage gave no answer. The bottle’s storm turned slowly, as if considering.

Rowan looked around for an explanation. A note. A sign. Anything.

There was a logbook on the counter by the window, thick and black, the kind you see in old photographs of sailors. A pen lay across it, uncapped, ink dried at the tip.

Rowan opened the logbook.

The first pages were neat, dated entries in a steady hand:

—Lens cleaned.
—Lamp oil topped.
—Wind from the east.
—The sea is restless.
As Rowan flipped forward, the handwriting grew tighter. The words got stranger.

—Heard the shelves shifting again.
—Caught three bottles. Only two were shelved.
—The river’s voice is louder tonight.
Rowan turned another page and the ink abruptly changed. The last entry was scrawled, letters jagged like they’d been written in a hurry or with a shaking hand.

KEEP THE LAMP LIT.
NEVER OPEN A BOTTLE DURING A STORM.
The sentence ended there. No signature. No date. Just that.

Rowan stared at the words until their eyes blurred. They shut the book.

Outside, the fog thickened as afternoon slid toward evening. The lighthouse tower rose beside the cottage like a spine. Rowan hadn’t yet climbed it. Hadn’t yet seen the lantern room. Hadn’t yet confirmed the lamp was even working.

But the bottle on the table made that feel less like a job and more like a dare.

Rowan walked back to it.

The storm inside rotated faster now, as if it could sense the attention. The wax seal on the cork looked freshly applied. The towel beneath it was perfectly clean.

Rowan didn’t touch it. Instead, they went to the cottage window and looked out at the sea.

The water was grey-green and flat, but the horizon looked wrong. There was a faint, darker band far off, like the promise of weather that hadn’t decided whether to arrive.

Rowan exhaled.

“Okay,” they
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