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The salt air hung thick over Sandbay that October morning, threading through cobblestone lanes and curling around whitewashed cottages like something alive. Mia Carter stepped off the bus with her leather portfolio tucked under one arm and a rolling suitcase trailing behind, her dark hair whipping across her face in the coastal wind. She'd seen photographs of the village—had studied them for weeks in her Boston office—but nothing had prepared her for the sheer intimacy of it. The way the houses seemed to huddle together for warmth. The way the harbor gleamed like beaten silver beneath a sky threaded with gulls.

She was here to save a lighthouse. That was the official story, anyway. Restore it, reimagine it, turn it into something the village could be proud of again. Three months, maybe four. Then back to Boston, back to her life of steel and glass and deadlines that never stopped coming.

Back to the life that had been slowly suffocating her for the past two years.

Mia pushed that thought away as she always did, burying it beneath practicality and purpose. She had a job to do. That was enough. It had to be enough.

But first, coffee.

She'd researched exactly one café in Sandbay: Driftwood Dreams. It sat at the edge of the harbor, a converted fisherman's cottage with driftwood art hanging in the windows and fairy lights strung along the eaves even in daylight. The door chimed when she pushed it open, and warmth rushed over her—the scent of fresh pastries, espresso, something cinnamon that made her stomach remind her she'd skipped breakfast.

"Morning!" The voice came from behind the counter, easy and warm and distinctly masculine. "You're the architect, aren't you?"

Mia blinked. She'd been in Sandbay less than ten minutes.

The man grinning at her was tall, lean in that effortless way some men managed without trying. Sandy brown hair, slightly mussed like he'd been running his hands through it. Eyes the color of the sea outside—gray-green, shifting with some emotion she couldn't name. He wore a faded henley pushed up to his elbows, hands dusted with flour, and when he smiled at her, Mia felt something shift in her chest. Something dangerous.

"How did you—"

"Small village," he said, already pulling a cup from the shelf with the confidence of someone who'd done this ten thousand times. "News travels at the speed of Mrs. Pemberton's morning walk, which is to say, faster than light." He set the cup down, met her eyes properly, and Mia felt it again—that tug, that recognition. "I'm Aiden Collins. This is my place. And you look like you need something strong and probably need it ten minutes ago."

There was something disarming about him. Not just the smile—though that was dangerous enough, all warmth and no agenda—but the way he moved, like he belonged to this place the way the tide belonged to the shore. Natural. Essential. Mia set her portfolio on the counter, suddenly aware of how out of place she must look in her tailored coat and city shoes and the careful armor she'd worn for so long she'd forgotten it was armor at all.

"Mia Carter," she said, offering her hand across the counter. His grip was warm, calloused, brief. "And yes. Something strong would be perfect."

He made her an Americano without asking her preference, and somehow it was exactly right—strong enough to taste the beans, smooth enough not to be bitter, hot enough to wrap her cold fingers around. While the espresso machine hissed and growled, Mia studied the café properly. Every surface told a story—driftwood sculptures that looked like they'd been pulled from the sea and given new purpose, framed photographs of the village in different seasons, a small bookshelf in the corner labeled TAKE ONE, LEAVE ONE in hand-painted letters. There were mismatched chairs, worn wooden tables, fairy lights strung along the ceiling beams. Cozy. That was the word. Not polished or designed for Instagram, but genuinely, deeply cozy in a way that made her want to curl up and stay.

"First time in Sandbay?" Aiden asked, sliding the cup across to her. His fingers brushed hers briefly as she took it, and Mia felt that spark again. Electricity. Recognition. Warning.

"First time anywhere this quiet," Mia admitted, wrapping both hands around the ceramic. The warmth felt like the first real thing she'd touched in months. "I'm used to sirens and car horns and someone always shouting something at three in the morning."

"We've got seagulls and the occasional drunk fisherman singing sea shanties at closing time," Aiden said, leaning against the counter with easy grace. "Close enough." His smile was easy, but there was something beneath it. Something careful, like he was holding a door only halfway open, ready to close it if she got too close.

Mia knew that feeling. She'd been doing the same thing for two years.

"Thank you for this," she said, sipping the coffee. Perfect. Of course it was perfect.

"First one's free," Aiden said. "Village tradition I just made up. After that, you're on your own."

She laughed despite herself, surprising herself with the sound, and Aiden's smile shifted—became real, reaching his eyes, crinkling the corners. For a moment they just looked at each other, and Mia felt something tug at the base of her spine. Recognition, maybe. Or warning. Or both.

"I should—" She gestured vaguely toward the door, suddenly needing space, needing air that didn't smell like him and coffee and possibility. "Find my rental. Get settled."

"The old keeper's cottage, right? Past the church, left at the oak tree that looks like it's been there since the Romans. Can't miss it." Aiden straightened, crossing his arms, and Mia tried not to notice the way his forearms looked, tried not to notice anything at all. "If you need anything—recommendations, directions, someone to complain to about our terrible internet speeds—this is where everyone ends up eventually. Fair warning."

Mia nodded, gathered her things, told herself the flutter in her stomach was just caffeine and jet lag and absolutely nothing else. But as she reached the door, she paused. Looked back. Aiden was watching her with an expression she couldn't quite name—something soft and sad and curious all at once, like he was seeing something in her that she'd thought she'd hidden better.

"See you around, Mia Carter," he said quietly, and it sounded like a promise and a question all at once.

"See you around," she echoed, and stepped out into the October wind, carrying her coffee and her suitcase and the strange, unsettling feeling that something had just shifted in her carefully controlled world.



The keeper's cottage was small and drafty and perfect in a way that made Mia's chest ache. Whitewashed walls gone slightly cream with age, exposed beams dark with centuries of sea air, a fireplace that looked like it had been warming travelers since before America was even a country. The furniture was simple—a double bed with an iron frame, a scarred wooden table that served as both desk and dining space, two chairs that didn't match, a sofa with faded floral upholstery that had probably been someone's grandmother's pride and joy.

Through the window, she could see the lighthouse rising against the sky—skeletal, beautiful, broken. Her project. Her purpose here. The reason she'd said yes when her firm asked if she wanted to take this solo, the reason she'd packed up her precisely organized life and gotten on a plane to England.

The reason she was running away, if she was being honest with herself.

Which she tried very hard not to be.

Mia unpacked slowly, hanging her clothes in the tiny wardrobe that smelled of mothballs and lavender, setting her laptop on the table, arranging her tools and notebooks with the precision that had always made her colleagues call her meticulous. Her mother had called it controlling. Her ex-boyfriend had called it exhausting.

She shook her head, pushed those thoughts away. Focus. This was what she did. She built things, fixed things, made order out of chaos. Three months. Then home. Then back to her life, whatever that meant anymore.

But that first week, Sandbay had other plans.

It started with Mrs. Pemberton, who appeared at her door the very next morning with a wicker basket covered in a gingham cloth and a smile that could have melted granite.

"Welcome, dear!" she announced, sweeping past Mia before she could formulate a polite refusal. "I'm Dorothy Pemberton, but everyone calls me Mrs. Pemberton, and I've brought you scones because God knows that cottage doesn't have proper tea or proper anything, and you looked half-starved getting off the bus yesterday."

"I—thank you?" Mia said, still standing by the door, slightly shell-shocked.

Mrs. Pemberton was already bustling around the kitchen, which was really just a corner of the main room, putting on the kettle like she owned the place. She was perhaps seventy, with white hair pinned up in a bun and the kind of energy that suggested she could outpace people half her age.

"Now, you're here about the lighthouse, yes? Marvelous project, simply marvelous. We've been waiting years for someone to take it on properly. The council kept sending these dreadful men who wanted to turn it into luxury flats, can you imagine? Luxury flats! In our lighthouse!" She turned, hands on hips, genuinely outraged. "But you, dear, you're going to do it right. I can tell just by looking at you."

Mia didn't know what to say to that. She was used to clients who were distant, professional, interested only in budgets and timelines. Not elderly women who barged into her temporary home and made her tea and seemed genuinely, fiercely invested in her success.

"I'm going to try," she said finally, accepting the cup Mrs. Pemberton pressed into her hands.

"Good girl. Now, Thursday is book club at the library—we're reading murder mysteries this month, very gory, great fun—and you should come. Sunday roast at the pub, you'll sit with us. And if anyone gives you trouble, you come straight to me. I've lived here sixty-three years and I know where all the bodies are buried. Metaphorically speaking. Mostly."

By the time Mrs. Pemberton left half an hour later, Mia had a basket of scones, an invitation to three different village events, and the distinct feeling that her carefully planned solo project had just become significantly more complicated.

The rest of the week followed the same pattern. Mr. Davies from the hardware store appeared on Tuesday with a "welcome kit" that turned out to be a flashlight, batteries, and a detailed lecture on which local contractors were trustworthy and which were "cowboys who couldn't tell a joist from a hole in the ground." The twins from the post office—Jane and Joan, identical down to their matching cardigans—stopped by on Wednesday to teach her the difference between a proper Cornish pasty and "that London nonsense," and to extract a promise that she'd attend the harvest festival on Saturday.

And through it all, there was Aiden.

She'd see him around the village—helping old Mr. Chen carry groceries up the hill, his hands full of bags while the elderly man hobbled beside him with a cane. Fixing a broken window at the school, balanced on a ladder while children pressed their faces against the glass from inside. Serving coffee to the morning crowd at Driftwood Dreams with jokes and warmth and an ease that made it look effortless, made it look like he'd been born to this role.
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