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The Lighthouse
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The storm came without warning, the way storms often do on the Maine coast. One moment the sky was a pale, promising gray; the next, black clouds rolled in from the Atlantic like an invading army, bringing rain that fell sideways and wind that howled like something alive and angry.

Meredith Cole stood at the window of her grandmother's lighthouse keeper's cottage, watching nature's fury with a mixture of awe and resignation. She'd come to Beacon Harbor to escape the chaos of her life in Boston, and instead she'd found herself trapped in a different kind of chaos entirely.

"Power's out," she muttered to herself, stating the obvious as the lights flickered and died. The cottage plunged into darkness, illuminated only by the occasional flash of lightning that turned the world white and stark.

She should have been afraid. A sensible person would be afraid, alone in a crumbling cottage during a nor'easter, with no cell service and no way to reach the mainland until the storm passed. But Meredith had run out of fear months ago, somewhere between discovering her fiancé's affair with her best friend and losing her job at the architecture firm where she'd worked for eight years.

What was a little storm compared to the wreckage of her entire life?

She fumbled in the kitchen drawer for candles, her fingers closing around the waxy sticks her grandmother had always kept there. Some things never changed, even after Gran had been gone for three years. The cottage still smelled like lavender and old books, still creaked in all the same places, still felt like the only real home Meredith had ever known.

Which was why she'd come here, she supposed. When everything else fell apart, you retreated to the place where the foundations were strongest.

A crash from outside made her jump, sending the candle clattering to the floor. Not thunder—something else. Something that sounded like wood splintering, followed by what might have been a human voice crying out in pain.

Meredith's heart hammered against her ribs. The sensible thing would be to stay inside, to wait until the storm passed before investigating. But sensible had never been her strong suit—just ask her ex-fiancé, who had been very fond of pointing out her impulsive tendencies.

She grabbed Gran's old rain slicker from the hook by the door and stepped out into the maelstrom.

The wind nearly knocked her off her feet. Rain pelted her face like tiny needles, and she could barely see three feet in front of her. But she followed the direction of the crash, stumbling over rocks and debris until she reached the old dock at the edge of the property.

Or what was left of the dock. Half of it had been torn away by the waves, planks scattered across the rocky shore like broken bones. And there, tangled in the wreckage, was a man.

He was unconscious, his face pale in the lightning flashes, blood streaming from a gash on his forehead. His clothes—what she could see of them—suggested he'd been on a boat, though where that boat was now, she couldn't begin to guess. Probably at the bottom of the harbor, claimed by the same waves that had nearly claimed him.

"Hey!" Meredith shouted over the wind, shaking his shoulder. "Can you hear me?"

No response. She pressed her fingers to his neck and found a pulse—weak but steady. He was alive, but he wouldn't stay that way if she left him out here in the storm.

She was a tall woman, but he was taller, and solid with muscle beneath his soaked clothing. It took every ounce of strength she had to drag him free of the wreckage and across the rocky ground toward the cottage. By the time she got him inside, her arms were screaming in protest and she was gasping for breath.

She deposited him on the worn couch in front of the fireplace, then ran to grab towels and the first aid kit from the bathroom. The gash on his head was ugly but not deep—she cleaned it as best she could and pressed a bandage over it, then stripped off his wet jacket and shirt so he wouldn't develop hypothermia.

In the candlelight, she got her first real look at him. He was somewhere in his thirties, she guessed, with dark hair that was plastered to his forehead and a jaw that could have been carved from granite. Even unconscious and battered, there was something arresting about his face—not conventionally handsome, but compelling in a way she couldn't quite define.

"Who are you?" she murmured, tucking a blanket around him. "And what the hell were you doing out in that storm?"

As if in answer, his eyes fluttered open. They were gray—the exact color of the storm-tossed sea—and for a moment they stared at her with complete confusion.

"Where—" His voice was rough, ragged. He tried to sit up and immediately groaned, his hand going to his head.

"Easy." Meredith pressed him back down. "You hit your head pretty hard. You need to rest."

"My boat—"

"Gone, I'm afraid. I found you in the wreckage of my dock." She tried to keep her voice calm, the way Gran would have. "The storm came up fast. Were you alone?"

"Yes." He closed his eyes again, pain etched across his features. "I was trying to make it to the harbor before it hit. Stupid."

"Very stupid," Meredith agreed. "But you're alive, so at least your stupidity wasn't fatal."

The ghost of a smile crossed his face. "You have excellent bedside manner."

"I'm an architect, not a nurse. You're lucky I remembered where the first aid kit was."

"An architect." He opened his eyes again, studying her with more focus now. "What's an architect doing alone in a lighthouse keeper's cottage during a nor'easter?"

"I could ask you the same question. What's a..." She paused, realizing she had no idea what he did. "What are you, anyway?"

"A writer." He said it almost apologetically, as if he expected her to roll her eyes. "I have a cabin on the other side of the bay. I was trying to get back before the storm."

"A writer," Meredith repeated. "Let me guess—you're working on the great American novel and needed solitude to finish it."

"Something like that." His eyes drifted closed again. "I'm Gabriel, by the way. Gabriel Stone."

The name tugged at something in her memory, but before she could place it, his breathing had evened out into sleep. She sat back on her heels, watching the rise and fall of his chest, listening to the storm rage outside.

Gabriel Stone. Why did that name sound familiar?

She retrieved her phone from the kitchen, hoping against hope for a signal, but the screen stayed stubbornly dark. No service, no power, no way to contact the outside world. She was stuck here with an unconscious stranger until the storm passed—which, according to the weather report she'd checked that morning, wouldn't be until sometime tomorrow.

"Perfect," she muttered, wrapping her arms around herself. "Just perfect."

But as she settled into Gran's old armchair to keep watch over her unexpected guest, Meredith found that she wasn't as upset about the situation as she probably should have been. There was something almost peaceful about being cut off from the world, trapped in this little bubble of candlelight and storm sounds. For the first time in months, no one could reach her. No one could ask how she was doing (terrible) or whether she'd talked to David (never again) or what she planned to do with her life now (no idea).

For the first time in months, she could just... be.

The storm raged on through the night, but inside the cottage, Meredith dozed in the armchair, one eye on the stranger on her couch, waiting for morning to reveal what the tempest would bring.

She woke to silence. The kind of profound, cottony silence that follows a storm, when the world seems to be holding its breath. Gray light filtered through the windows, and when she stumbled to look outside, she found a landscape transformed—trees stripped of their remaining leaves, debris scattered across the lawn, and the harbor churning with muddy, unsettled water.

"It looks like the apocalypse out there."

She turned to find Gabriel sitting up on the couch, the blanket pooled around his waist. In the daylight, she could see him more clearly—the sharp angles of his face, the dark stubble on his jaw, the way his gray eyes seemed to absorb light rather than reflect it.

"How are you feeling?" she asked.

"Like I was hit by a truck." He touched the bandage on his forehead gingerly. "Did you do this?"

"It was either that or let you bleed all over my grandmother's couch."

"Your grandmother's?" His gaze swept the cottage, taking in the vintage furniture, the walls lined with books, the collection of seashells on the mantle. "She has good taste."

"She had good taste. She passed away three years ago." Meredith turned back to the window, not wanting to see the pity that inevitably followed that statement. "I inherited the cottage. I've been fixing it up, when I have time."

"Which isn't often, I'm guessing. Being an architect."

"Was an architect." The correction slipped out before she could stop it. "I was laid off. Six months ago."

"Ah." No pity in his voice, just understanding. "Hence the cottage."

"Hence the cottage." She finally turned to face him. "So, Gabriel Stone. Why does your name sound familiar?"

Something flickered across his face—wariness, maybe, or resignation. "I write books. Thrillers, mostly. A couple of them have been... moderately successful."

"Moderately successful." Meredith raised an eyebrow. "Is that writer-speak for bestselling?"

"It's writer-speak for 'I really don't want to talk about my career right now.'" He ran a hand through his disheveled hair. "I came to Maine to get away from all that. To work on something new, something that actually matters to me. The last thing I need is—"
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