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Chapter 1: Light in the Darkness
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Colin stood at the cliff’s edge, a dark figure carved against the churning sky. Wind battered his coat, clawing at the seams; rain stung his face in sharp, needling bursts. Below, the sea raged, waves crashing against jagged rocks in a ceaseless assault. Overhead, heavy clouds twisted and boiled, casting the horizon in a bruised, brooding grey. Yet amidst the fury, Colin felt a fierce exhilaration, a pulse of life stronger than the storm itself.

The air thrummed with electricity. He raised a hand, roughened and scarred, tracing the old wound that ran from his temple to his chest, a relic of a past that would not loosen its grip. The scar pulsed with the rising storm, an ache that was both physical and far deeper.

Closing his eyes, he surrendered to memory.

Once, laughter had filled his days. Fields of wild flowers had stretched out under endless skies, and his sister’s voice, bright, unburdened, had danced across the meadows. He saw his parents again, strong and steady as they laboured under the French sun, a quiet strength he once believed would endure forever.

But 1914 had changed everything. The war came without warning.

He remembered the day he returned, the way Charlotte had run toward him, arms outstretched, her laughter ringing clear. And then, obliteration. The earth convulsed in violence, flinging him into the dirt. Smoke, blood, screams, the world fractured in a heartbeat.

Pain lanced through him, bright and blinding. Shrapnel tore his flesh. Through the smoke and chaos, he crawled to her, dragging his broken body across the shattered ground. He gathered her into his arms, feeling her warmth fading. Pressed a trembling kiss to her brow. Whispered her name as the darkness took him.

When he awoke, it was in a field hospital stinking of antiseptic and despair. Bandages cocooned his face and torso; beyond the canvas walls, the world rumbled with distant shellfire. His body survived. His soul did not.

The war ended, but its scars endured.

Civilians recoiled from the sight of him. Pity, fear, revulsion,  he saw it all in their averted eyes and hushed whispers. The world had no place for men like him, marked and broken. So when the advertisement appeared, Lighthouse Keeper Needed: Remote Posting, it felt less like chance and more like calling.

The island welcomed him with a hard, indifferent grace.

A crooked sliver of land, it sprawled across the ocean like a forgotten relic. Forests dense and ancient, cliffs weathered and watchful, the lighthouse rising from the highest point like a lone sentinel. Solitude here was absolute. Except for the wolves.

Colin found their tracks often, pressed into the mud near the tree line, delicate impressions that disappeared with the rain. He never saw them, never heard their howls. Only their unseen presence lingered, a reminder that he was not truly alone. It was strange, unsettling. The island seemed untouched by man, yet no settlements stood, no villages, no graves. Just the lighthouse. And him.

Three years passed.

The seasons moved not by calendar but by the shifting moods of the sea and sky. Storms came and went; the supply ship arrived twice a year with crates of books, tools, and letters he rarely opened. He read voraciously, devouring words like sustenance. Through them, he travelled to distant lands, fought wars not his own, loved and lost alongside fictional strangers. The books kept the silence at bay. For a time.

But some nights, the past returned.

Charlotte’s cries haunted the darkness, thin and raw, dragging him back to that field, to that broken body in his arms. No storm could drown them out. They lived in him, ghosts bound to flesh.

Tonight would be such a night.

The storm thickened, winds howling in protest as he pulled his coat tighter. Lightning split the sky, and in the flash, he saw the lighthouse, tall, weathered, defiant against the night. Its light swept in slow, measured arcs over the waves, a solitary beacon in a world that had long since stopped looking.

Colin found a strange kinship with the storm. It did not pity. It did not recoil. It simply was, fierce, unrepentant. As he faced the gale, rain lashing his skin, he felt a grim sort of peace.

Down the path, the narrow staircase wound precariously to the dock below, a lifeline to the world beyond. He rarely descended it. The dock remained empty save for the arrival of the supply ship, a brief, jarring intrusion into his carefully curated isolation.

To the right of the lighthouse, a pale crescent of beach curved along the shoreline. Sometimes he waded into the shallows there, letting the salt-water cleanse more than just the grime of living. In those moments, he was not a scarred soldier, not an outcast. He was simply a man, whole beneath the vast, indifferent sky.

Still, questions gnawed at him.

Why was the island untouched? Fertile land, abundant game, fresh water, yet no signs of settlers. No ruins. No graves. Only the wolves, silent and unseen, and the lighthouse, its foundations ancient and impenetrable. It was as if the island had been forgotten by time, or chosen to forget.

Colin had long given up searching for answers. Some mysteries, he decided, were better left alone.

Another gust of wind tore at him, and he leaned into it, unbroken. Far below, the sea raged. No shipwrecks in all his time here, strange, given the violence of the storms. His beacon cut through the blackness, vigilant and unwavering.

“Thank God,” he muttered bitterly, the words torn away by the gale. Relief and resentment warred within him. A world where salvation shone even as screams went unanswered.

Lightning forked overhead, and for a heartbeat, the forest edge flickered into view. Colin froze.

A figure, no, a shadow, stood just beyond the reach of the trees. Still. Watching.

He blinked, and it was gone.

Wind howled louder, the storm closing in. Colin turned back to the sea, jaw clenched, the sting of rain a familiar comfort. Perhaps it had been a trick of the light, a figment of memory and isolation. He told himself as much. But even as he stood sentinel against the fury of the storm, a new unease coiled low in his gut.

The island, it seemed, was not quite as empty as he had believed.
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Chapter 2: Blood of the Empire
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The first light of dawn spilled across Constantinople, gilding its domes and minarets in molten gold. Below, the streets stirred to life, but within the shadowed halls of a noble estate, Anastasia moved like a ghost. The noise and colour of the city faded beyond the high walls, leaving only silence and stone.

Her clothing was plain, coarse wool in muted tones. Far from the silks and jewels she had once dreamt of, back when dreams still seemed worth having. She kept her gaze lowered as she passed the marble colonnades and carved screens, a servant among courtiers who barely noticed her presence. No voice. No place.

But inside, she was anything but silent.

Memory haunted her, not clear recollections, but flashes. A lullaby in a forgotten tongue. The scent of jasmine on warm air. A woman's face, beautiful and blurred, hovering at the edges of recognition. They stirred something deep, something restless. She knew better than to speak of it. She had been raised to believe her life began and ended within these walls, in service and silence. Yet her blood told another story. A story she could not name.

Unknown to her, that blood carried the legacy of a dynasty, the House of Osman. She was the granddaughter of Sultan Mahmud II, born of a line that had shaped empires and toppled them. But power, even forgotten power, was dangerous. And Nasia, unaware, had become a threat to those who ruled in the Sultan’s shadow.

That evening, the air hung heavy, charged with the promise of change. Nasia sat on the edge of her narrow bed, combing her hair in the dark. The city’s hum was a distant murmur. Something was wrong. The silence pressed against her, thick and unnatural, as if the house itself was holding its breath.

She barely had time to rise before rough hands seized her.

Gloved fingers clamped over her mouth, stifling her scream. She thrashed, terror surging through her, but the figures were too strong, too many. They dragged her through the silent corridors, her bare feet scraping against stone. No one came. No one would.

Outside, a carriage waited in the moonless dark. She was thrown inside, blindfolded, bound. The wheels lurched into motion, the hooves of the horses a relentless drumbeat against the stones. Nasia fought to steady her breath. Panic threatened to unravel her, but she forced it down, retreating into the hollow space where fear could not touch her.

Hours blurred by. At last, the carriage stopped. Rough hands pulled her out, the air thick with the stench of salt and decay. Beneath the blindfold, she sensed something vast looming before her. The Serpent’s Fang,  a name she would later learn to hate. A ship with black sails and a crew as merciless as the sea.

Nasia was stripped of everything but her will. Assigned to the filthiest tasks, scrubbing blood from the deck, cooking slop from rotting provisions, she became part of the ship’s carcass. Invisible. Disposable. The men jeered and leered, but it was Captain Baran who marked her most deeply. A man twisted not just in body but in soul, his cruelty a slow erosion of whatever fragments of hope she clung to.

Days bled into weeks.

She slept on splintered boards in the ship’s belly, lulled only by the groaning timbers and the dark, endless stretch of water. She spoke to no one. Trusted no one. But at night, when the stars emerged, she stole to the deck, slipping past the snoring crew. The stars were constant, silent witnesses to her whispered prayers, fragments of Rumi's verses her father had once murmured into her ear. Words she had no memory of learning. Words that felt like home.

“Try not to resist the changes that come your way. Instead, let life live through you.”

She clung to them. To the stars. To anything that reminded her she was more than what they tried to make her.

One night, as the ship pitched and rolled beneath a bruised sky, she heard it, hushed voices thick with drink and contempt. An island, they said. Supplies. A quick stop before sailing deeper into lawless waters.

Hope kindled.

At dawn, the island appeared: a jagged crown of rock shrouded in mist, its cliffs rising stark against the grey sea. A cruel place, barren and forbidding. Perfect.

Nasia waited, heart hammering, for her moment. When it came, a slackening of vigilance, a crack in the ship’s routine, she ran. Bare feet slapped against the deck, dress torn by splinters. Shouts erupted behind her, but she didn’t look back.

At the rail, she didn’t hesitate. She leapt.

The ocean swallowed her whole.

Cold stole her breath, numbing her limbs. The current dragged her under, spun her like a doll. Panic clawed at her throat. But she kicked, fought, surfaced, gasping.

The ship’s shouts grew fainter behind her. Ahead, the island loomed.

Every stroke toward it was a prayer. For freedom. For life. For answers she could not name but felt in her blood.

Exhaustion pulled at her, heavy and merciless. Darkness closed in at the edges of her vision. Before the blackness took her, she thought she saw a figure standing on the cliffs, a lone silhouette against the mist.

And then nothing.

The sea carried her toward the island, her body limp, her fate uncertain. But her journey was not over.

It was only just beginning.
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Chapter 3: The Weight of Responsibility
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The storm pressed harder against the island, its grey shroud wrapping land and sea alike in a restless, howling veil. Colin stood at the cliff’s edge, rain lashing his skin, wind clawing at his coat. The lighthouse loomed behind him, its steady beam slicing through the chaos, but his eyes were drawn elsewhere, downward, toward the beach.

At first, it was just a feeling. A shift in the air. Something amiss.

His gaze swept the shoreline, searching. There, half-buried in foam and mist, something lay sprawled and unmoving. Driftwood, he thought. Or wreckage. But as he focused, a darker certainty gripped him.

It was a body.

Colin’s heart stumbled, the world narrowing to that single, lifeless form. Without thought, he turned and began his descent. The stone staircase, slick with rain and treacherous underfoot, twisted along the cliff side. Twice he slipped, catching himself with bruising force. Still, he pressed on, the roar of the sea a constant thunder in his ears.

When he finally reached the sand, he ran.

The storm pounded the shore, each wave crashing like a war drum. The closer he came, the clearer the figure became: a young woman, her body curled in on itself, clothing torn and clinging to her fragile frame. She was unnervingly still.

Colin dropped to his knees beside her, breath tight in his chest. Her skin was pale, lips blue, hair tangled with salt and sand. For a terrible moment, he thought he was too late. Carefully, he brushed the wet strands from her face, his fingers trembling.

A memory surged, another body, another helpless form on a battlefield long ago. His sister, Charlotte. Her cries.

Colin shoved the thought away.

He pressed his fingers to the woman’s throat, then her chest, desperate for any sign of life. Nothing. He held his breath. Then, faint, fluttering. A pulse. Weak, but there.

Relief hit him like a blow, sharp and overwhelming.

With shaking hands, he shrugged off his greatcoat and draped it around her. She didn’t stir. Gently, he slid one arm beneath her knees, the other behind her back, and lifted her. She was light, unnervingly so, as if the ocean had hollowed her out.

The climb back to the lighthouse was brutal, each step a battle against the storm. Wind battered him; rain blurred his vision. Yet he held her close, feeling the faint rhythm of her heartbeat against his chest, a fragile promise that she was not yet lost.

Inside, the lighthouse was a sanctuary of warmth and flickering light. The iron stove crackled softly, filling the main room with the rich scent of wood-smoke. Colin laid her gently near the fire, fashioning a bed of blankets and cushions.

She remained unconscious, her breathing shallow. Her soaked clothes clung to her like a second skin, a danger now as much as a burden. Colin hesitated only a moment before moving. Carefully, methodically, he stripped away the sodden fabric, mindful of her dignity. From a battered chest, he retrieved a set of soft, worn winter clothes and dressed her in them, his hands steady despite the turmoil in his mind.

Once she was wrapped in layers of warmth, he turned to the stove. A pot of broth simmered, filling the room with a comforting aroma. When it cooled enough, he coaxed a spoonful past her lips. She swallowed weakly.

A faint groan escaped her, and her lashes fluttered.

Relief washed over him in a wave so strong it left him dizzy. She was fighting. Good.

Colin sat back, watching her with wary eyes. The firelight played over her features, sharp and delicate all at once. Calloused hands, sun-darkened skin, scars hidden beneath the surface told a story of hardship. She was no stranger to struggle.

Who was she? How had she come to this isolated corner of the world?

As the storm howled outside, Colin considered the island, the place he had carved into a sanctuary from the wreckage of his life. Now, it felt different. It pulsed with a strange, unfamiliar energy. It was no longer a refuge; it was a crossroads.

He glanced at the woman. She slept, her chest rising and falling in slow, shallow breaths.

Colin leaned back in his chair, exhaustion tugging at him. His mind churned with questions. Would she expect more from him when she woke, shelter, answers, perhaps even trust? Could he give any of that?

The lighthouse had once symbolized solitude and safety. Now, it felt like a gatehouse standing between him and a world he had long since abandoned. He wasn’t sure what terrified him more, the intrusion into his life, or the flicker of something else he hadn’t felt in years: purpose.

Pushing to his feet, Colin stepped outside. The wind cut deep, but it cleared the fog from his mind. The island was as it had always been, rugged, relentless, untamed. Yet the presence of the woman inside changed everything.

For the first time in a long while, Colin wasn’t just the keeper of the light. He was a guardian once more, burdened with a life not his own.

And for reasons he could not name, he would not turn away.
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