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​About the Author

SankulaHub writes love stories for readers who believe tenderness is a strength and quiet people can hold whole galaxies inside them. Our romances are clean yet emotionally intense, with small-town textures, layered characters, and endings that feel like a soft light left on for you. When we’re not writing, we’re walking sea cliffs, collecting odd little metaphors, and searching the night sky for reasons to keep choosing hope. Thank you for reading and for lending your heart to these pages—we try to earn that trust with every line.
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​Cast Snapshot: Meet the Characters
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Wren Calder is twenty-seven, an astrophotographer who runs pop-up stargazing nights on the headland behind the old lighthouse. She believes in precise exposures and messy feelings, keeps every postcard her mother ever sent, and has a habit of apologizing to inanimate objects when she bumps into them. Starling Cove is the longest she’s stayed anywhere in years; it scares her that it’s starting to feel like home.

Aiden Shore is twenty-nine, a patient boatbuilder whose hands have memorized the grain of local cedar. He grew up in Starling Cove and wears the town like a well-made jacket—easy, broken-in, loyal. He knows where the sandbar shifts after a storm and how to fix an outboard with a pocketknife. He has loved Wren once before, in a way that looked like friendship because neither of them named it.

Julian Pike is thirty-one, an itinerant astrophysicist on sabbatical who has come to map the dark-sky corridor that protects the cove. He speaks in careful sentences and keeps a ring of field keys on a carabiner. He notices the small things—how someone’s eyes widen when they’re afraid of wanting—and he carries quiet grief for a life that veered away from him when he wasn’t watching.

Maeve O’Connell runs the lighthouse museum and knows everyone’s middle name, including the cat’s. She has a drawer of emergency thermoses and exactly one rule: don’t lie to yourself on her property.

Starling Cove is a weathered Oregon town with clapboard houses, a bakery that sells blackberry hand pies, and an observatory dome that sticks up behind the lighthouse like a silver question. Town sounds: rigging tapping masts, radio weather reports, kids on skateboards, the bell buoy tolling when the fog rolls in.
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​Introduction Scene
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The sky wasn’t clear so much as stubborn—a ragged cloud, a tide of gray, and a seam of cobalt opening where the headland met the horizon. I set the tripod anyway. You learn to make do in a place where weather keeps its own plans.

“Twenty minutes,” Maeve called from the lighthouse doorway, steam ghosting from her thermos. “If this hole widens, you’ll have a crowd.”

“I like them hopeful,” I said, fingers finding the practiced rhythm of assembling the mount. “Hopeful people tip better for nebulas.”

She laughed and retreated inside, leaving the door propped with the brass porthole she used as a wedge. Beneath my feet, the headland grass was springy with last night’s rain. I should have brought the heavier tripod. I should have done a dozen things differently, but tonight wanted to be whatever it wanted. I respected that in the skies and people.

Down the path, a truck engine idled and cut. I didn’t have to look to know the sound—Aiden Shore’s steady, unhurried life pulling up like it always did, on time without announcing itself. He came into the wind carrying a wooden crate of red-filter lanterns, sleeves pushed to his elbows, the habit of summer still on his skin.

“You said you were low on these,” he said, setting the crate beside my gear. “Figured I’d save you the run.”

“I said I was low two weeks ago,” I teased. “Which means you made them anyway.”

He shrugged and the corner of his mouth tried not to smile. “Idle hands, Wren.”

“Since when is Aiden Shore idle?”

“Since a keel repair decided to take its sweet time drying.” He tipped his chin toward the sky, scanning the gap that was slowly widening like a careful promise. “You’re going to get your window.”

“I always do,” I said, and pretended that sounded like fact, not superstition.

He was quiet for a beat, the kind of quiet we could only manage with each other because it had been practiced when we were younger, back before leaving and returning grew us into different skins. Wind plucked the edges of his hair. He smelled like cedar shavings and ocean iron. If I looked straight at him, I might name what hovered in my chest; if I looked away, I could keep it a little longer without it breaking.

“Need help setting up the second scope?” he asked.

I did, and I didn’t. “Please.”

We were tightening clamps when another engine approached—lighter, the confident purr of rental money. I felt it before I heard it, the way the air shifted sometimes when you stand on a cliff and the ferry changes course. A dark hatchback pulled into the gravel. The door opened and a man stepped out with the city on his spine and a road map folded wrong in his pocket.

“Evening,” he said, closing the distance with a polite half smile that somehow wasn’t a shield. “Sorry to intrude. I’m looking for Wren Calder.”

“That depends,” Maeve called from the doorway without missing a beat. “Are you a bill collector, a long-lost cousin, or a journalist with too many adjectives?”

He lifted his hands, palms open. “None of the above. Julian Pike.” He touched the carabiner at his hip like it might vouch for him. “Dr. Pike, if the grant officer phones while I’m standing here. I emailed about the dark-sky corridor survey.”

I’d seen the email at two a.m., read it twice, and answered once with an economy that wouldn’t embarrass me later. Now he was real and taller than he looked in his faculty photo, hair too long for a campus headshot, eyes the kind that mapped first and decided second.

“You found me,” I said.

“Your directions were very precise,” he replied. “Turn left at the bakery that smells like June and regret.” His smile tugged wider. “Good copy.”

Aiden’s posture shifted almost imperceptibly, not defensive, not claiming, just... present. If you’ve ever watched two tides meeting, you understand how water can be polite and unyielding at the same time.

Julian’s gaze took in the crate of lanterns, the tripods, the patched blanket I keep for chilly visitors, the handwritten sign that says pay what you can, the stars will come anyway. He nodded like he approved of something he didn’t have the right to approve of.

“May I?” he asked, pointing to the second tripod.

“Sure,” I said. “If you can do it without condescending.”

“I’ll do it while taking direction,” he said, and waited. That, more than anything, softened something in me.

“Counterweight first,” I said. “She hates being rushed.”

“She?”

“All my mounts are she until they tell me otherwise.”

“I understand,” he said, and meant it in a way that made Aiden’s mouth go very still.

The cloud tore like silk, and the hole widened. A strip of sky opened—deep, tender blue—and the first early star burned through, a tiny rung on a ladder you climbed by faith.

People began to arrive: two teenagers sharing a scarf, a couple from the B&B with a brochure in one hand, an elderly man who’d lived here long enough to remember when the lighthouse lantern was whale oil. They murmured to each other that church-whisper humans reserve for things older than their noise—cathedrals, redwoods, night.

I lit lanterns, Aiden adjusted the angle of a scope by a hair, Julian took measurements on a small device that clicked softly like a cricket you could put in your pocket. We moved around each other without bumping, three bodies in the same small sky, uncoordinated and somehow already choreographed.

“Show me what you show them,” Julian said when there were three people in line and the hole had become a window and then a door. “When it’s good.”

I put my eye to the finder, breathed slowly, and let my hands do what they’ve learned. The Pleiades eased into the frame—seven sisters, a ghosty handful of frost. I centered and fine-tuned until the cluster sharpened, then stepped aside.

“Your turn,” I said to the teenage girl. She leaned in, gasped, made the word wow sound like she’d found it herself. Her boyfriend watched her face more than the sky. I pretended not to notice in case it was the first time he’d been brave enough to.

When the line thinned, Aiden took a look, the way he always did for exactly three seconds, then stepped back like the beauty belonged more to the town than to him. Julian leaned in last. He closed one eye, then the other, then both, like the night might require a different organ to see it. When he looked up, I knew what he was going to say before he said it, not the words but the weight.

“It’s... kinder than I remembered,” he said softly. “The sky.”

Kind was not the adjective most people chose. It rearranged something behind my ribs.

A gust came hard across the headland. I reached to steady the tripod and my fingers knocked Julian’s. Aiden’s hand came up the same instant from the other side. For a heartbeat we made a small scaffold around the metal—three points, one steady object, wind threading through.

“Got it,” I murmured.

“We’ve got it,” Aiden said.

Julian didn’t say anything, but he didn’t move away either, and the wind tugged at his shirt like a boy insisting on a dance.

Later, when the visitors drifted back toward the parking pull-off and the horizon took the sun the last inch, Maeve brought out cocoa that tasted like childhood. The lanterns made pockets of gentle red. My breath smoked and dissolved. There was a scratch in the lens cap I kept meaning to buff out and never did because even flaws can teach you where to look.

Julian stood at the edge of the headland and lifted his phone toward the dark, not to claim but to note. Aiden stacked the crates the way he always did, neat and inevitable. I felt the shape of the night tilt a fraction, like a mobile when you nudge one string and every silent planet finds a new orbit.

“You’ll be here tomorrow?” Julian asked, almost formally.

“If the forecast holds,” I said.

“And if it doesn’t,” Aiden added, “she’ll bully the sky until it behaves.”

“I prefer the term negotiate,” I said.

Julian smiled at that. Aiden didn’t, but his eyes went warmer. The bell buoy tolled out beyond the harbor, patient, patient.

The clouds closed again as if they’d given us our allotment and were done being generous. We broke down the scopes in a practiced hush. When I slid the last leg of the tripod into the case, my hands were steady and my insides were not.

“Good night, Wren,” Aiden said, the familiar cadence almost a touch.

“Good night,” I said, and wanted to say, stay, and didn’t.

“Until tomorrow,” Julian said, and the words sounded like he was making a plan with the sky and I’d been included by accident and on purpose.

I locked the shed and tucked the key into my pocket with the lens cloth and a seashell I’d picked up without thinking. On the walk down to the gravel, I glanced back at the headland. In the near-dark, the lighthouse dome held a faint reflection of the lanterns, little red planets moving where we had been, each trailing a thin line of light as if reluctance, too, could be graphed.

Starling Cove breathed in, breathed out. Above the seam of the cloud, a single bright star kept its post.

I didn’t know yet that this was the first night of the rest of it. I only knew the wind smelled like rain and cedar, my name sounded different in two voices, and somewhere, far past the weather, something was pulling at us—constant, patient, inevitable as gravity.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Tidal Pull — Aiden
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By morning the wind has turned soft and the harbor wears that sheet-metal shine it gets when the tide is slack. I open the boatyard before the gulls decide the rails are theirs and sweep cedar curls off the workbench into a tidy pile I’ll pretend is compost. There’s a keel cure waiting on bay two and a skiff in bay one that needs a stubborn rivet teased into cooperation. My hands know the order of things even when my head wakes full of last night’s sky and the look on Wren Calder’s face when the Pleiades came clean into the eyepiece like a handful of frost caught and held.

Routine is a kind of kindness. I check clamps, test the glue line with a thumbnail, and lay out the rivet set, all the small obediences that keep a boat honest. The radio gives me the weather in a voice I’ve heard since I was ten and thought storms were a way the town spoke about love—loud, then mending. I should be wholly inside the work, and mostly I am, but part of me keeps replaying the moment Julian Pike stepped onto the headland like he owned two suitcases and a degree and none of the air he breathed. He didn’t set his weight like a stranger. He set it like a man who expects to stay.

I don’t feel threatened by a person whose hands don’t have calluses in the right places. I tell myself that and mean it ninety percent. It’s the other ten that puts a grit in the gears. Wren has a way of making people feel consulted by the sky. He noticed. I saw that in the way he waited for her to tell the tripod what to do, and in the way he looked after he’d seen what she showed the tourists. Kind, he said, about the sky. Not many people use that word. Wren does.

The bell over the yard door rings and Maeve O’Connell walks in with two paper cups and the posture of a saint who retired from performing miracles and now does them by accident. She hands me coffee, takes in the skiff, the glue line, the neatness of it all, and sets her mouth in approval.

“You were up there late,” she says. “She got her window.”

“She always gets her window,” I say. “She pretends it’s luck. It isn’t.”

“That girl bargains with the night like it owes her rent.” Maeve leans a hip on the bench. “And a gentleman with a carabiner watched her do it like he was memorizing scripture.”

I raise an eyebrow. With Maeve, it’s best to answer questions she hasn’t asked yet. “Julian Pike. He’s here on some grant to map the dark-sky corridor. Says he emailed Wren.”

“He emailed me, too, because the lighthouse sits in the middle of the corridor like a queen on
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