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AUTHOR’S WARNING

This book is not safe.

The Depths of You contains scenes of extreme isolation, forced proximity in a locked environment with no means of escape, intense voyeuristic obsession, and a morally black hero who deliberately uses a catastrophic storm to trap the heroine inside his lighthouse. There is no rescue coming. There is no safe word. The walls are stone, the door is bolted, and the man holding the key does not intend to let go.

Content includes: captivity, surveillance and voyeurism, primal and survival-driven intimacy, psychological manipulation, power imbalance, possessive and controlling behavior, explicit sexual content, and a trauma bond portrayed as a dark happily-ever-after.

If you need your heroes redeemable and your doors unlocked, turn back now.

For everyone else—welcome to the tower. He's been watching you.

"The most terrifying monsters don't drown you. They teach you how to breathe underwater." — Lyra Vance
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The Lens

The brass was warm against his eye socket.

Ronan pressed his brow into the rim of the telescope and held his breath the way a man holds a loaded weapon—steady, deliberate, aware of what comes next. Below the cliff, three hundred feet of jagged granite and black surf separated his tower from the cottage. From up here, the little stone building looked like something the ocean had coughed up and forgotten. A dead thing clinging to the rock.

Until tonight.

Headlights cut through the fog at 6:47 p.m. A rental. Silver sedan, mud on the wheel wells, Massachusetts plates. It crawled down the single-lane gravel road that connected the cottage to the ferry dock, and when it stopped, the engine didn't shut off right away. Thirty seconds. Forty. The driver sat behind the wheel with both hands still gripping it, staring at the dark cottage through a rain-streaked windshield.

He adjusted the focus ring. Quarter turn. The image sharpened.

A woman.

Young. Mid-twenties, maybe. Pale skin made paler by exhaustion, the kind that lived under the eyes and in the hollows of the cheeks. She wore an oversized wool coat that swallowed her frame, and her hair—dark, tangled, unwashed—fell across her face like she'd stopped caring who saw her. Or stopped wanting to be seen at all.

Ronan's thumb stilled on the brass.

She killed the engine. Sat in the silence for another fifteen seconds before opening the door. When she stepped out, the Atlantic wind hit her broadside and she staggered, one hand catching the car's roof. She was small. The coat billowed around her like a sail torn loose from its mast, and for a moment she just stood there, chin tucked to her chest, absorbing the violence of the gust as though she'd been absorbing violence for a long time and this was simply the newest form.

He catalogued her. The way her fingers shook when she pulled a duffel bag from the back seat. The way she didn't look up—not once—at the lighthouse. Everyone looked up. Every tourist, every fisherman, every contractor who'd come to the island in the last nine years had tilted their head back and squinted at the tower within the first thirty seconds of arrival.

She didn't.

She walked straight to the cottage door, fumbled with the lockbox code, and disappeared inside.

A light flickered on behind the kitchen window. Then a second, in the small bedroom facing the sea. He watched her silhouette move behind the glass—unpacking, maybe, or just standing still. Hard to tell. The curtains were thin. Cotton.

Useless against someone with a 40x magnification lens and nowhere else to look.

Ronan pulled back from the eyepiece. Blinked once. Twice.

The tower room was pitch dark around him, the rotating beam overhead cycling its ancient rhythm—four seconds of blinding white, eight seconds of black. In the dark intervals, the glass walls became mirrors, and his own reflection stared back at him. Massive shoulders. Hands the size of dinner plates, cracked and scarred from a decade of maintaining machinery that the Coast Guard had long since automated everywhere else. A beard that hadn't been trimmed in months, dark enough to swallow the lower half of his face.

He looked like something carved from the same granite as the cliff.

Four seconds of light. Her cottage reappeared below, warm and small and exposed.

Eight seconds of black. His reflection. The predator in the glass.

He pressed his eye back to the telescope.

She was in the kitchen now. Standing at the sink with both palms flat on the counter, head bowed. Not moving. Not unpacking. Just bracing herself against something invisible, something she'd carried onto this island in that duffel bag along with whatever clothes she'd grabbed in a hurry. He could read the scaffolding of her exhaustion from three hundred feet away—the rounded spine, the locked elbows, the way her ribs expanded too slowly, like breathing had become a task she had to remind herself to complete.

Broken.

The word surfaced in his skull with the weight of a stone dropped into still water. Not damaged. Not tired. Broken. The kind of broken that makes a person drive to the edge of the continent and rent a cottage on an island with no cell service and one ferry per week.

The kind of broken that makes a person want to disappear.

His molars pressed together until his jaw ached.

She moved away from the sink. The bedroom light went dark. Then the kitchen. The cottage sat black and silent against the cliff, indistinguishable from the rock around it except for the faintest trace of chimney smoke curling into the fog. She'd found the woodstove. Good. The cottage's heating was unreliable, and the temperature would drop to thirty-eight degrees before dawn.

He knew this because he knew every detail of that cottage.

He'd replaced the roof shingles himself, four years ago. Sealed the windows. Fixed the waterline after the last big freeze. The owner—an old lobsterman in Bangor who hadn't visited in a decade—paid him two hundred dollars a season to keep the place from rotting into the sea.

He knew which floorboard creaked outside the bathroom.

He knew the bedroom door stuck in humidity. He knew the kitchen window didn't lock properly, that the latch had been stripped since 2019, and that a strong enough gust could rattle it open in the middle of the night.

He knew all of it.

And now he knew her.

Not her name. Not yet. That would come. The rental agreement would be in the lockbox. He'd check it tomorrow,

early, before she woke. For now, she was just the silhouette.

The woman who didn't look up.

Ronan straightened to his full height—six-four, two hundred and forty pounds of dense, salt-hardened muscle— and placed both hands on the cold glass of the lantern room.

The ocean churned four hundred feet below, black and frothing, slamming into the base of the cliff with a sound like cannon fire. Wind screamed through the iron railing of the gallery deck outside, bending the antenna mast at a fifteen- degree angle.

He turned his head east.

Out there, past the horizon, past the shipping lanes and the fishing grounds and the last cell tower on the mainland, the barometric pressure was dropping. He'd watched it fall on the old mercury gauge bolted to the wall beside his bed. Steadily.

Methodically. The way a man's blood pressure drops before he loses consciousness.

The National Weather Service had issued the first advisory that morning. A nor'easter. Not a typical one—the models were calling it a historic cyclone event, a collision of three pressure systems that hadn't aligned in this configuration since 1978. Sustained winds above ninety miles per hour. Storm surge projections of fourteen to eighteen feet.

The ferry would cancel within forty-eight hours. The island would be cut off. The cottage, which sat twelve feet above the high-tide mark on a exposed shelf of granite, would flood. Not might. Would. He'd watched it happen twice in nine years, and those storms had been half the projected intensity of what was coming.

She had no idea.

He could walk down the cliff path right now. Knock on her door. Tell her to get back in that silver rental and catch tomorrow's ferry before the ocean locked the gate. He could do that. Twelve minutes down, fifteen back up. Simple.

Ronan placed his eye against the warm brass one more time.

Found the dark square of her bedroom window. Held it in the crosshairs of his focus.

No.

He would not warn her.

The storm would come, and the sea would rise, and the cottage would drown. And when the water drove her out into the screaming dark with nowhere to go, she would climb. She would climb because the only structure on this island built to survive what was coming sat two hundred and twelve steps above the surf line, behind an iron door that locked from the inside with a key he wore on a chain against his sternum.

She would come to him. Soaked. Shaking. Stripped of every wall she'd built to keep the world out.

And he would bolt the door shut.

The beam swept overhead. Four seconds of white light flooded the cottage below, turning its stone walls pale as bone.

Eight seconds of darkness swallowed it whole.

He stayed at the telescope until the fog erased everything except the sound of the Atlantic grinding itself against the rock, patient and relentless, wearing the island down one grain at a time.

The way he intended to wear her down.

One day. Two at most.

Then the ocean would do what the ocean does.

And Ronan Voss would keep what the water brought him.

ACT I

THE RISING TIDE
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SALTWATER

Cora

Salt crusted the kitchen faucet. Cora twisted the handle twice before anything came out, and what finally sputtered into the stained ceramic sink ran the color of weak tea for a full thirty seconds before clearing. She cupped a handful and sniffed. Iron. Mineral. The specific, briny tang of water that had traveled through ancient pipes too close to the ocean.

She drank it anyway.

The cottage was smaller than the listing had promised. One bedroom with a mattress that sagged in the center like a shallow grave. A bathroom with a claw-foot tub stained the color of rust and a showerhead that produced a pressure best described as weeping. The kitchen was four steps wide, six steps long, and contained a woodstove, a propane camp burner, a mini fridge that hummed with the buzzing desperation of a machine on its last legs, and a single window above the sink that faced the sea.

She'd paid eleven hundred dollars for the month.

Cash. Wired through a rental service that didn't require a phone number, just an email. She'd created a new one for the

occasion: corafielding.gone@protonmail.com. The "gone" had felt melodramatic when she typed it in a Starbucks in Cambridge four days ago. Now, standing in the damp kitchen of a stone cottage on an island that didn't appear on most GPS systems, the word fit.

Gone.

Cora set down the glass and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The wool coat—Elliot's, technically, grabbed from the hallway closet in the ninety seconds she'd given herself to pack—hung from her shoulders like a wet tarp. She should take it off. Should unpack the duffel bag slumped against the bedroom doorframe like a body. Should eat something. The last real meal had been a gas station sandwich somewhere south of Portland, and her stomach was a tight, acidic knot beneath her ribs.

Instead, she stood at the sink and stared through the window.

The ocean was enormous.

That was a stupid observation—every ocean was enormous, obviously—but she'd grown up in landlocked Pennsylvania and then lived in Boston for six years, where the harbor was a domesticated thing, penned in by wharves and cruise ships and the Back Bay skyline. This was different. The Atlantic here was uncut. Unfiltered. It stretched from the base of the cliff— maybe eighty feet below the cottage—to a horizon so flat and featureless it looked like the edge of the known world.

And the sound.

God, the sound.

Not a gentle lapping. Not the soothing white noise of a meditation app. This was a percussive, full-body assault— waves detonating against granite with a force she could feel in her molars. The cottage shuddered every forty seconds or so when a particularly large swell hit the cliff face, and the window above the sink rattled in its frame like a loose tooth.

She pressed both palms flat against the counter and let the vibration travel through her wrists, up her forearms, into the cage of her chest.

This is what you wanted. Noise so loud it drowns out the other noise.

The other noise. The specific, corrosive frequency of her own name spoken by strangers on the internet, by colleagues who used to smile at her in the faculty lounge, by Elliot's lawyer, by her mother's silence on the phone that said more than any words could.

Cora Fielding. The woman who didn't know.

Except she had known. Some part of her, some feral subterranean instinct buried beneath the degrees and the politeness and the years of convincing herself that trust was a choice you made and then committed to—that part had known for months. She'd felt it in the way Elliot angled his phone away from her at dinner. In the half-second delay before he answered where he'd been. In the particular flavor of tenderness he offered on the nights he came home smelling of someone else's soap.

She'd known, and she'd stayed, and when it all detonated— publicly, spectacularly, in a faculty-wide email chain that was never meant to include her but did, because someone in the English department had a cruel streak and a conveniently

loose finger on the "Reply All" button—the shame hadn't been about his betrayal.

It had been about her own willingness to be deceived.

Cora straightened her spine. Peeled her hands off the counter. The indentations of the tile grout had pressed white lines into her palms.

Enough.

She crossed the four steps to the bedroom and unzipped the duffel bag with the mechanical efficiency of a woman who had stopped feeling things three days ago and intended to keep it that way. Jeans. Thermal shirts. One hoodie. Wool socks. A toothbrush, a tube of toothpaste, a bar of soap. No makeup.

No laptop. She'd left her phone in the glove compartment of the rental car, powered down, and had no intention of retrieving it.

The bed smelled like cedar and mothballs. She stripped the old quilt, flipped the mattress—both sides equally defeated— and remade it with the only set of sheets she'd found in the narrow linen closet beside the bathroom. Flannel. Faded blue plaid. They smelled of the same salt-and-iron water that came from the faucet, as though every object on this island had been marinated in the sea.

A gust of wind hit the cottage broadside and the bedroom window shrieked in its frame. Cora flinched, then forced herself still. Just wind. Just the Atlantic flexing. The cottage had stood on this cliff for—she'd read somewhere in the rental listing—over a hundred years. If a century of nor'easters hadn't knocked it into the ocean, tonight's wind wasn't going to.

She told herself this firmly, the way she used to tell herself Elliot loved her.

Conviction as a coping mechanism. She was very good at it.

By 9:00 p.m. she had a fire going in the woodstove. The previous tenant—or maybe the island's caretaker—had left a stack of split logs beside the back door, enough for a week if she burned conservatively. The stove was ancient, cast iron, with a cracked glass window in the door that turned orange when the flames caught. The heat reached maybe six feet in every direction before the damp stone walls absorbed it, creating a warm pocket in the center of the kitchen that she could stand in like a spotlight.

She ate a protein bar from the box she'd bought in Portland.

Drank more of the iron-tasting water. Brushed her teeth in the tiny bathroom, avoiding her own reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror because the woman in the glass had the specific, hollowed look of someone who'd been gutted and was still standing out of habit rather than will.

When she finally crawled into the flannel sheets and pulled the quilt to her chin, the ocean was still roaring. Louder now, in the dark, without the visual scale of the horizon to contextualize it. Just sound. Massive, indifferent, geological sound—the planet grinding against itself, reshaping its own edges with a patience that made human timelines irrelevant.

She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling. The plaster was cracked in a pattern that looked, if she squinted, like a river delta. Or a circulatory system. Or the stress fractures in a loadbearing wall.

Stop analyzing. Stop narrating your own life like a thesis paper. You came here to stop thinking.

The wind shifted. A new sound entered the mix—a deep, resonant hum, like a bass note played on an instrument the size of a building. It took her a moment to place it.

The lighthouse.

She'd barely looked at it during the drive in. A tall, dark shape on the cliff above the cottage, silhouetted against a sky the color of a bruise. The rental listing had mentioned it in passing—"historic lighthouse, operational, maintained by resident keeper"—and she'd registered it the way you register a background detail in a photograph. Present but irrelevant.

Now, in the dark, it was less easy to ignore. The hum was the wind moving through its structure, vibrating the stone and iron and glass at a frequency just below comfortable. And every twelve seconds—she counted—a sweep of white light passed across her bedroom ceiling, filtered through the thin cotton curtains, painting a bright stripe that traveled from the east wall to the west wall and then vanished.

Four seconds of light. Eight seconds of dark.

Like a pulse.

Like the island had a heartbeat, and it was directly above her.

Cora rolled onto her side, facing the wall. Pulled the quilt over her head. Closed her eyes so tightly that the darkness developed texture—grainy, reddish, alive.

Sleep came eventually. Not gently. It arrived the way the ocean arrived at the base of the cliff—in surges, dragging her under and then releasing her, over and over, until exhaustion won the war of attrition and she stopped surfacing.

Her last conscious thought was that the cottage felt less like a refuge and more like a hide.

The kind of place a wounded animal crawls into.

The kind of place a predator checks first.

She woke to gray.

Not the soft gray of an overcast morning in Boston, where the clouds were high and diffuse and the light was gentle. This gray was muscular. Low. The sky sat on the island like a lid on a pot, pressing the fog down into the rocks and the scrub grass and the surface of the ocean until the distinction between water and air became academic.

Cora stood at the kitchen window with a mug of instant coffee—the only kind available; she'd found a jar in the cabinet above the stove, crusty around the rim, vintage unknown—and watched the fog swallow the world in slow, patient gulps.

The cottage sat on a narrow shelf of granite, maybe thirty feet wide, carved into the cliff face like a step on a giant's staircase. Below it, the cliff dropped sharply to a strip of black rock beach visible only at low tide. Above it, the land rose steeply through a field of dead grass and exposed stone to the crest of the island, where the lighthouse stood.

She looked up at it now for the first time in daylight.

Tall. Maybe a hundred and twenty feet, though distances were hard to gauge in the fog. Built from the same dark granite as the cliff itself, as though someone had simply carved a cylinder out of the living rock and placed a glass house on top.

The paint—white, presumably, at some point in history—had been stripped to gray by decades of salt wind, and the surface was streaked with dark stains that could have been water damage or lichen or something older.

The lantern room at the top was a cage of iron and glass, glinting faintly when the fog thinned enough to let light through. And beneath it, wrapping the upper third of the tower, a narrow iron gallery—a walkway, really, barely wide enough for a man to stand—ringed the structure like a belt.

No lights on inside. No movement.

Resident keeper, the listing had said. She hadn't given it much thought. She hadn't given anything much thought when she booked the cottage. The criteria had been simple: remote, cheap, no neighbors, no cell service, accessible by ferry, available immediately. The lighthouse and its keeper were the island's problem, not hers.

Cora drank her coffee. It tasted like rust and regret. She drank it all.

By midmorning the fog had lifted enough to reveal the geography of her exile. The island was small—a mile long, maybe half a mile wide, shaped roughly like a fist thrust out of the water. The cottage occupied the southeastern knuckle.

The lighthouse stood on the highest point, the central ridge.

Between them, a dirt path switchbacked up the slope through knee-high dead grass, and to the north, barely visible, a cluster of dark shapes that might have been old boathouses or storage sheds, half-collapsed.

No other cottages. No houses. No signs of habitation beyond the lighthouse and her borrowed shelter.

She pulled on Elliot's wool coat and stepped outside.

The wind hit her like a wall. Colder than she'd expected— low forties, maybe, though the windchill dragged it down to something rawer. The coat billowed and snapped, and she had to lean forward at an angle to make progress along the narrow path that led from the cottage to the cliff's edge.

The ocean from here was staggering. Standing at the lip of the granite shelf, she could look straight down sixty or seventy feet to where the Atlantic churned against the base of the cliff in a continuous, frothing violence. The water was so dark it was nearly black—not blue, not green, but the deep, lightless color of something with no bottom. Spray hit her face in cold, stinging needles. Salt coated her lips instantly.

Three senses at once. The roar filling her skull. The salt dissolving on her tongue. The cold turning her cheeks to stone.

She stood there for a long time.

Not thinking. That was the point. The ocean was loud enough to fill every channel in her brain, leaving no bandwidth for the loop—the email, the faculty meeting, Elliot's voice saying I'm sorry you had to find out this way as though the method of discovery were the actual problem and not the two years of systematic deception that preceded it.

Here, at the edge of the rock, there was only the Atlantic.

Only the wind and the spray and the deep, geological patience of a coastline being dismantled one wave at a time.

She could be anyone here. She could be no one.

The thought should have been terrifying. Instead, it settled into her chest like a stone dropped into still water, sinking to the bottom and staying there. Heavy. Grounding.

She turned back toward the cottage. Stopped.

The lighthouse was directly in her sightline from this angle—a dark vertical slash against the gray sky, close enough to see the texture of the stone, far enough to seem monumental. And at the top, behind the salt-hazed glass of the lantern room, something moved.

Just a shadow. A shift in the density of the darkness behind the glass, there and then gone, like a curtain drawn across a window by a hand you weren't supposed to see.

Cora stared at the lantern room for ten seconds. Twenty.

Nothing.

Wind. A bird. The light mechanism, rotating on its ancient gears.

She pulled the coat tighter around herself and walked back to the cottage.

Inside, she locked the door. Then checked the lock. Then checked it again.

And for the rest of the afternoon, she did not look up at the tower.
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BLIND SPOT

Cora

Three days of silence, and her body still hadn't surrendered to it.

She woke each morning at a random hour—4:00 a.m., 6:30, once at 2:15 with her heart slamming for no reason she could name—and lay in the dark listening to the ocean until the gray light seeped through the curtains and gave her permission to move. The rhythm of the lighthouse beam had become a metronome she couldn't unhear. Four seconds of white light striping the ceiling. Eight seconds of nothing.

She counted the cycles the way an insomniac counts sheep.

Except sheep were soft, and the light was surgical, cutting through the thin curtains with a precision that felt almost deliberate. As though the tower were checking on her.

Confirming she was still there.

Cora sat up in bed and pressed the heels of her hands against her eye sockets until she saw colors. Stars. The ghost-image of the light stripe branded onto her retinas.

Stop it. It's a lighthouse. It does what lighthouses do. It doesn't know you exist.

She ate breakfast standing up. Instant coffee, a protein bar, three crackers with peanut butter scraped from a jar she'd bought at the last gas station on the mainland. The food had a performative quality—she wasn't hungry, hadn't been genuinely hungry since the email, but the body was a machine and machines required fuel regardless of whether the operator cared about the destination.

By 9:00 a.m. she was dressed and outside, walking the perimeter of her temporary world.

The island revealed itself in stages, each day a little more as the fog cycled between thick and merely dense. To the south, the cliff dropped vertically into the ocean—impassable. To the east, a steep scramble of loose shale led down to a narrow beach of black stones that appeared only at low tide and vanished completely when the water rose. To the west, the land sloped more gently toward a cove where a concrete boat ramp jutted into the surf, cracked and green with algae. The ferry dock.

She'd explored the dock on day two. A wooden sign, weathered to near-illegibility, posted the ferry schedule:

Tuesday and Saturday, 10:00 a.m., weather permitting. Today was Thursday. The next departure was two days away. Two days felt like a comfortable distance—close enough to remind her she hadn't fallen off the map entirely, far enough to prevent any impulse decisions about going back.

Going back to what?

The apartment with Elliot's name still on the lease. The university where her colleagues now looked at her with that particular blend of pity and secondhand embarrassment that made her feel like a specimen pinned to a board. The life she'd

constructed so carefully—tenure track, peer-reviewed publications, a partner who brought her coffee every morning and kissed her goodbye at the door—exposed overnight as a set piece. A beautiful, functional lie.

Cora walked north along the cliff path, boots crunching on the frost-hardened ground. The wind had dropped since yesterday, but the temperature had followed it down, and her breath made small, bitter clouds that the breeze tore apart the moment they formed.

She was halfway to the collapsed boathouses when she felt it.

Not a sound. Not a sight. A sensation—formless, sourceless, prickling at the nape of her neck like a finger drawn lightly across the skin. The awareness of being observed. Not casually, the way a passerby glances at someone on the street.

This was sustained. Focused.

Heavy.

She stopped walking. Turned a slow circle, scanning the landscape. Dead grass rippling in the wind. Gray rocks. The ocean, heaving and indifferent. The old boathouses ahead, half-swallowed by the hill. Behind her, the cottage, small and square against the cliff's edge.

Above everything, the lighthouse.

Her eyes climbed the tower. Base to midpoint to gallery to lantern room. The glass up there was opaque from this distance and angle—coated in salt spray, reflecting the gunmetal sky.

Nothing moved.

But the feeling didn't leave.

She rubbed the back of her neck where the skin was still prickling and turned back the way she'd come. Walked faster than she'd intended. Didn't look up again.

That afternoon she tried to read.

She'd brought one book—a thick paperback she'd grabbed from the nightstand without checking the title. It turned out to be Elliot's. A literary novel about a professor who falls in love with his student. She made it three pages in before the irony became unbearable and she set it facedown on the kitchen counter with enough force to crack the spine.

The cottage was too quiet without the book. Too still. The woodstove ticked as the iron cooled, and the fridge hummed its dying-insect hum, and the ocean provided its relentless bass note, but beneath all of that was a silence specific to empty rooms. The silence of a space that hadn't heard a human voice in months.

She paced the four-step kitchen. Sat on the edge of the bed.

Stood up. Walked to the window. Walked back. Her body was a restless, jittery thing that didn't know what to do without a screen to stare at, a phone to check, a schedule to follow. She'd come here to be still, and now stillness felt like a hand around her throat.

By 3:00 p.m. the light was already dying. November in Maine, this far north, gave you maybe eight hours of usable daylight, and half of those were dimmed by fog. Cora lit the kerosene lamp she'd found under the sink—the cottage had electricity, technically, but it flickered and surged

unpredictably, and she'd learned on the first night not to trust it—and set it on the kitchen table.

The warm yellow light made the room feel smaller. Closer.

Like the walls had taken a step inward.

She was filling a pot with water from the tap—pasta tonight, the only thing she trusted herself to cook on the camp burner—when something outside the kitchen window caught her eye.

A shape on the cliff path. Moving.

Cora shut off the tap and leaned closer to the glass. The fog was thick again, rolling in from the east in slow, heavy banks that erased the landscape in sections. Through it, maybe a hundred yards up the slope, a figure moved.

Large. Far too large to be a trick of the fog.

A man. Walking down the cliff path from the lighthouse with the specific, unhurried gait of someone who knew every rock, every dip, every loose patch of gravel on the trail. His shoulders were enormous—even at this distance, even through fog, the breadth of him was unmistakable. He wore dark clothes, a heavy jacket, and he carried something in one hand.

She tracked him through the glass as he descended the path.

Closer. Fifty yards. Thirty. She could make out details now— the darkness of his beard, the way his boots planted themselves with absolute certainty on the uneven ground, the object in his hand resolving into a bundle of something long and cylindrical.

Firewood. Tied with rope.

He reached the cottage's gravel perimeter. Didn't knock.

Didn't call out. Didn't glance at the window where she stood frozen with one hand on the tap and the other pressed flat against the cold glass.

He walked to the front porch. Set the bundle of firewood against the door—carefully, silently, with the precision of a man placing an offering on an altar. Then he straightened.

And looked directly at her window.

The distance was maybe fifteen feet. Close enough, even through fog, to see his face.

Not handsome. That word implied a kind of social palatability, a willingness to be looked at and assessed. This face resisted assessment. Heavy brow. Deep-set eyes so dark she couldn't separate iris from pupil. The beard covered his jaw and throat in a dense, unkempt growth that made him look less like a man who chose not to shave and more like a man for whom grooming was a concept that belonged to a species he'd left behind. His nose had been broken at least once, maybe twice, and healed slightly off-center. A scar— thin, white, old—cut diagonally through his left eyebrow.

He was massive. Not tall in the way that basketball players are tall, stretched and lean. Massive in the way that stone is massive. Dense. Wide. His shoulders strained the seams of a waxed canvas jacket that had probably been oversized when he bought it and was now inadequate. His hands—hanging at his sides, gloveless despite the cold—were enormous, scarred, rough-skinned, the hands of a man who worked with iron and rope and salt water every day of his life.

He stared at her through the glass.

Not a glance. Not the polite, brief eye contact of a neighbor dropping off a courtesy. A stare. Fixed. Unblinking. The sustained, focused attention of something that had been watching for a long time and had simply decided to stop hiding.

Her lungs locked. Mid-inhale, the air just stopped, caught somewhere in the passage between her throat and her chest.

The hand pressed against the glass curled into a fist.

Run, said some very old, very quiet part of her brain. The part that predated language, that lived in the limbic system and spoke only in single-word imperatives. Run. Hide. Freeze.

She didn't run. Didn't hide. She froze.

The man held her gaze for five seconds. Ten. Long enough for the silence between them to become a physical thing, a third presence in the space between his body and the glass and her hand and her hammering pulse.

Then he turned. Walked back up the cliff path. Disappeared into the fog.

Cora exhaled. The sound was ragged, too loud in the quiet kitchen. She realized her fingers were trembling—not from cold, from something more primal, a chemical event in the blood that she couldn't control and didn't fully understand.

She didn't open the door for the firewood until 11:00 p.m., when the temperature inside the cottage dropped low enough that her breath was visible and the alternative was sleeping fully clothed under every blanket she could find.

The logs were dry. Split cleanly. Each one the exact right size for the woodstove.

He'd cut them for her.

She burned them one at a time, watching the flames through the cracked glass window, and told herself the shaking in her hands was from the cold.

The next morning she found something else.

A metal canister on the porch, dented, utilitarian, with a screw-top lid. Inside: dried venison jerky, a block of hard cheese wrapped in wax paper, four apples, and a small jar of dark honey. No note. No label. Just food, left silently in the night like a trap baited with kindness.

She stood on the porch holding the canister and looked up at the lighthouse. The fog had thinned overnight, and the tower was fully visible for the first time since her arrival— stark, dark, impossibly tall against a sky streaked with clouds the color of steel wool. At the very top, behind the glass of the lantern room, the light mechanism was still, dormant in the daytime.

No figure. No movement.

But she couldn't shake the conviction—irrational, evidencefree, rooted in that animal part of her brain that had screamed at her through the kitchen window—that he was up there.

Watching.

Cora brought the canister inside. Ate one of the apples standing at the sink. It was crisp, tart, the best thing she'd tasted in weeks.

She hated that she was grateful.
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THE KEEPER

Ronan

Her name was Cora Fielding.

He'd checked the lockbox at 5:00 a.m. on her second morning, while the sky was still black and the cottage windows were dark. The rental agreement was printed on a single sheet of paper, folded twice, slipped into the combination safe bolted to the inside of the lockbox door. The code was 4-7-21. He'd known it for years.

Cora Fielding. Twenty-six. Emergency contact: none listed.

Duration of stay: one month. Special requests: none.

No emergency contact. He'd read that line three times, standing in the pre-dawn dark with the paper in his hands and the salt wind cutting through his jacket. No emergency contact meant no one waiting for a phone call. No one checking in.

No one who would notice, at least not at once, if the signal went quiet.

He folded the paper, replaced it in the lockbox, and climbed back to the tower.

From the lantern room, he'd watched her settle into the cottage the way a biologist watches a specimen settle into a

controlled environment. Clinically, at first. The daily patterns establishing themselves—wake, coffee, pace, walk, retreat.

She favored the kitchen window, pressing her palms against the counter in a gesture he'd seen three times now. A bracing posture. Weight forward, head bowed, shoulders locked. The stance of a woman holding herself together through structural engineering rather than emotional stability.

He understood structural engineering. The lighthouse was two hundred and twelve steps of it—stone and iron and glass, built to withstand forces that would flatten anything softer.

You didn't survive on this island by being flexible. You survived by being harder than the thing trying to break you.

She wasn't hard. Not yet. She was brittle. There was a difference.

Brittle meant she'd shatter under the right pressure. Hard meant the pressure would reshape her without breaking her.

He was curious which she'd turn out to be.

More than curious. The word sat wrong. Too detached. Too academic. What he felt when he pressed his eye to the brass telescope and tracked her small frame moving across the granite shelf wasn't curiosity.

He didn't have a word for it. Words were tools he'd stopped maintaining years ago, the way you let a machine rust when there's no one to operate it for. Language required an audience, and his audience had been the ocean and the gulls and the rotating mechanism of the Fresnel lens for nine years.

He thought in images, in sensations, in the deep bodyknowledge of tides and weather systems and mechanical tolerances.

And now he thought in her.

The way she tucked her chin against the wind. The exact angle of her shoulders when she braced at the sink— seventeen degrees forward, he estimated, though the telescope resolution wasn't precise enough to confirm. The length of time she stood at the cliff's edge each afternoon, staring at the water. Twelve minutes on day two. Nineteen on day three.

Getting longer. As though the ocean was pulling at something inside her, stretching it thin.

He kept notes.

Not formal documentation. Not typed reports or labeled files. Loose sheets of paper torn from the logbook he was supposed to use for weather observations, filled with his cramped, heavy handwriting in pencil. The pencil was practical—ink froze in winter, smeared in humidity. Pencil endured.

Day 1. Arrival 6:47 p.m. Silver rental. Alone. Did not look up at tower.

Day 2. Walked perimeter. Stopped at cliff edge, 14 min. Returned to cottage at faster pace. Something spooked her.

Day 3. Did not leave cottage until noon. Paced kitchen—counted 7 laps through window. Stood at sink, bracing posture, 4 min 20 sec.

He wrote these with the telescope beside him and the Atlantic slamming against the base of the cliff three hundred feet below, and the act of transcription felt less like surveillance and more like worship. He was recording her the way monks recorded scripture. Preserving something sacred.

Something he had no right to touch but couldn't stop documenting.

The firewood had been the first test.

Not a gift. A probe. He wanted to see how she'd respond to his proximity—whether she'd panic, retreat, or accept. He'd cut the logs himself, selecting them from the dry-storage stack in the generator shed behind the tower, choosing each piece by weight and diameter. Fourteen inches long. Four inches across. The exact dimensions the cottage woodstove was calibrated for.
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