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For those who were told their fire was too dangerous, too bright, too different

You were never meant to dim anyone.

May this story remind you that love can survive even the darkest storms.
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​Dramatis Personae

[image: ]




Adrian Reyes — 24. Quiet, perceptive, loyal. A lighthouse keeper’s grandson who has spent his life on the edge of the world, watching storms roll in and trying to make sense of the ones inside him.

Skylar Hale — 23. Restless, sharp-witted, wounded. A new arrival in Crescent Harbor seeking a place to disappear—only to find someone who sees him too clearly. Shadowed by rumors of arson he swears he didn’t commit. Skylar is also referred to as he, she, him, her,or his in this story.

Marina Hale — Skylar’s mother. Tired of running. Desperate to protect her son but hiding secrets of her own.

Lila Reyes — Adrian’s older sister. A local journalist whose instincts for danger are rarely wrong.

Matt Calder — A ghost from Skylar’s past. The boy who followed him across state lines. The boy Skylar once trusted. The boy whose obsession is growing teeth.

Crescent Harbor — A fishing town carved by salt, secrets, and storms. A place where everyone knows everything—until they don’t.
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​PROLOGUE — “THE NIGHT THE OCEAN CAUGHT FIRE”
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Crescent Harbor had always been a town of whispers.

Whispers carried through the fog, down the docks, across the salt-bleached porches of weathered cottages. Whispers about breakups, bad omens, the shape of storms on the horizon. And sometimes—whispers about people.

But the night the ocean caught fire, the town didn’t whisper.

It screamed.

Flames rose where water should have been. They licked upward like hands reaching for the sky, orange and violent, staining the midnight waves with reflections that rippled like molten glass. From the cliffs, the lighthouse beam swept uselessly across the inferno, its pale light swallowed whole by the blaze.

Adrian Reyes had seen storms on the water.

He had seen boats crushed, buoys ripped free, lightning carving the sky open.

But he had never seen the ocean burn.

The wind shoved against him as he stepped out onto the lighthouse balcony, the metal railing cold beneath his fingertips. His heart hammered, sharp and frantic. Below, the harbor looked like a wound torn open, flames spreading where waves should have been rolling calm and black.

“What the hell happened?” he whispered to no one.

The air reeked of smoke and salt and something else—something he couldn’t quite place. Not gasoline. Not a kitchen fire. Something sharper. More chemical. It stung the back of his throat as he inhaled.

Sirens wailed from the town below, a chorus of rising dread. Shadows of firefighters darted between buildings. The glow of the fire turned the entire harbor red, like the underbelly of a dying sun.

Adrian’s pulse climbed higher.

People were down there.

People he knew.

People who didn't deserve to be swallowed by flames.

He turned, bolting down the lighthouse stairs two at a time, his boots pounding metal. He grabbed the coat he kept by the door and shoved his arms through the sleeves without stopping. By the time he raced outside, his breath had turned to vapor in the cold night air.

The wind pushed against him as he ran across the rocky path toward town. The lighthouse beacon swept overhead, cutting through the haze for a moment—long enough for him to see a shape moving near the docks.

A silhouette.

A person.

Standing too close to the flames.

Standing as if they belonged there.

Adrian slowed, confusion flickering across his face. “Hey! Move away from there!” he shouted.

The figure didn’t turn.

Didn’t flinch.

Didn’t move at all.

Instead, the flames shifted—almost responding—and the figure’s shadow stretched toward him across the burning water.

A chill threaded down his spine.

And then the figure turned.

Just enough for the firelight to catch their face.

Adrian froze.

Skylar Hale.

The new guy.

The one who’d been in Crescent Harbor for barely a week.

The one the town wasn’t sure what to make of yet.

And Skylar was staring into the flames like they were speaking to him.

The night the ocean burned, Skylar Hale didn’t run from the fire. He walked toward it.

Adrian took a step closer, boots grinding over gravel and broken shells. The heat radiating from the harbor hit him in a thick wave, pushing sweat out of his skin despite the icy wind whipping off the water. Every instinct told him to turn back, to stay where the air was breathable and the world made sense.

But the sight of Skylar—still and silent, cast in firelight—pulled him forward.

“Skylar!” Adrian called again, louder this time.

The figure finally flinched. Slowly, Skylar turned his head, revealing eyes glinting amber from reflected flames. His expression was... wrong. Strained. Hollow. Like someone caught between shock and trance.

“What are you doing?” Adrian demanded as he approached. “You have to move back!”

Skylar blinked, as if the sound of Adrian’s voice reached him from underwater. He shook his head slightly, like trying to clear his thoughts.

“It’s not...” Skylar swallowed. “It’s not supposed to be this big.”

Adrian frowned. “What?”

Skylar stepped back, but only a little. “The fire. It wasn’t—” His breath hitched, eyes flicking to the burning water as if searching for something. “It wasn’t meant to spread like this.”

A pulse of dread hit Adrian square in the chest.

“You weren’t anywhere near this when it started, were you?”

Skylar didn’t answer immediately.

And that silence—too long, too heavy—tightened something in Adrian’s stomach.

Finally, Skylar turned toward him fully. His voice was low, ragged.

“I didn’t start it.”

The flames crackled violently behind them, spitting sparks into the air.

Adrian scanned Skylar’s face. He saw fear there, yes—but something sharper, something that didn’t fit. Recognition? Regret? Or was it guilt?

Before Adrian could ask anything else, a loud pop split the air.

A section of the pier collapsed into the water, sending a shockwave of steam upward. Adrian instinctively shielded his face. Skylar barely moved.

People were screaming now—firefighters shouting orders, townsfolk scrambling to pull boats away from the heat, radios crackling with panic.

Adrian grabbed Skylar’s wrist. His skin was cold despite the fire.

“Come on,” Adrian said firmly. “We have to get out of here.”

Skylar shook his head again, pulling his arm free. “No. There’s something—there’s someone—”

His breath stuttered. He pointed toward a blackened corner of the dock, half-shrouded by smoke.

“I saw him,” Skylar whispered. “Someone was down there.”

Adrian followed the direction of his gaze.

He saw nothing but warped wood, flames, and smoke churning in the wind.

“There’s nobody!” Adrian shouted over the roar. “Skylar, you’re in shock!”

“I’m not,” Skylar snapped, voice cracking as he stepped closer to the collapse. “I saw him. I know what I saw.”

Another explosion cut through the night—this time a fuel line beneath the docks rupturing. A pillar of flame shot upward. The force knocked Skylar backward.

Adrian lunged, catching him before he could fall. Skylar stumbled into his chest, the impact sharp enough to knock the breath from both of them.

For a moment—just a moment—the world shrank to the heat of Skylar against him, the pounding of two hearts trying to outrun fear.

But then Skylar pulled away, eyes wild.

“I don’t understand,” he whispered. “He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t—”

“Who?” Adrian asked urgently. “Who are you talking about?”

Skylar opened his mouth, but before he could answer, a firefighter grabbed Adrian’s shoulder.

“You two need to evacuate!” the man yelled. “Now! This whole structure could blow.”

Adrian nodded, reaching for Skylar again—but Skylar was already backing up.

His face drained of color.

His lips parted.

His gaze fixed on something behind Adrian.

Adrian turned.

Through the wave of heat and smoke, through the shifting bodies and chaos, he saw—

a figure.

Standing at the far edge of the burning dock.

Still.

Watching.

A hood covered their head. Their face was shadowed. Their hands hung unnervingly at their sides.

Skylar made a sound like a gasp and a hiss smashed together. His legs trembled.

“No,” he murmured. “No. It can’t be him.”

Adrian whipped back toward him. “Who is that? Skylar!”

But Skylar didn’t speak.

He just stared at the figure like he was staring at a nightmare.

Then the silhouetted figure turned—slowly, deliberately—and walked straight into the wall of smoke.

Skylar broke.

He sprinted after the shadow without thinking.

“Skylar!” Adrian shouted, panic flaring as he chased him. “Skylar, stop!”

But Skylar didn’t stop.

And as the smoke swallowed them both, Adrian realized something terrifying:

Skylar knew exactly who that person was.

And whoever they were...

They’d come back for him.

The smoke hit Adrian like a wave, hot and suffocating. His lungs seized as he shoved forward blindly, calling Skylar’s name into the burning haze.

“Skylar! Skylar, stop—!”

A split second later, he collided with something solid. Skylar.

Skylar coughed violently but didn’t turn around.

“He was right there,” Skylar rasped, voice shredding itself against the thick air. “I saw him. I saw him.”

Adrian grabbed his arm. “We have to move—”

The dock groaned beneath their feet.

Not a normal groan—not the wooden complaint of old planks meeting pressure.

This was deeper. Meaner. A cracking, splintering warning.

Adrian froze.

Skylar went still too.

Then—the dock gave way.

The world dropped out from under them.

Adrian didn’t think. He lunged for Skylar, hooking an arm around his waist as the planks shattered. Heat exploded upward as they fell. A sound like a beast roaring through its own teeth filled the air.

For one breathless second, they were weightless.

Then—impact.

The freezing ocean swallowed them whole.

Adrian’s breath was ripped from his chest as he plunged into the black water. The shock of cold after the blistering heat left him stunned. Disoriented. The fire above the surface burned so bright it cast flickering ribbons of orange deep below.

His hand was still around Skylar’s wrist—barely.

Skylar kicked wildly, pulling him deeper for a moment before the instinct to survive snapped through both of them.

Adrian tightened his grip.

He kicked upward.

Skylar kicked too—uncoordinated, frantic—but alive.

They broke the surface together, gasping as smoke and steam blasted into their faces. Adrian sputtered, coughing up seawater. Skylar’s fingers clamped around his coat with desperate strength.

“Adrian!” Skylar choked. “Adrian—don’t let go—!”

“I’m not!” Adrian shouted back, blinking through the burning sting in his eyes.

Around them, the burning dock crackled and spat embers into the air. Molten pieces of wood sank around them with angry hisses. Flames crawled over the remains of the structure like starving animals unwilling to die.

“Over here!” a voice screamed from the shore. “Two in the water—!”

A spotlight swung their way—the fireboat’s beam cutting through the chaos. The blinding white light washed over them.

“There!” someone yelled. “Throw the line!”

A rope slapped the water a few feet away. Adrian pushed toward it, forcing each stroke through the confused churn of waves and debris.

Skylar slipped under for half a second.

Adrian yanked him back up by his jacket collar. “Skylar—stay with me!”

Skylar sputtered, coughing hard. “I’m—I’m trying—”

Finally Adrian reached the rope. He looped an arm through it and hauled Skylar’s hand to it.

“Hold!” Adrian demanded. “Don’t let go!”

Skylar obeyed, clutching the rope so hard his knuckles whitened.

The boat’s engine roared, tugging them toward safety inch by inch.

But as they were dragged through the water, Skylar’s gaze snapped upward—toward the shore, toward the smoke.

“Adrian,” Skylar breathed, voice breaking. “He’s there.”

Adrian followed his line of sight.

And through the shifting orange glare, through the blur of smoke and panic, he saw it too:

The hooded figure.

Standing perfectly still on the rocks.

Watching.

Not helping.

Not running.

Just watching.

A cold dread stabbed through Adrian’s chest.

The figure tilted their head slightly—almost curious.

Then turned.

And walked into the darkness behind the boathouses.

As if the fire, the screams, and the near-death of two men were nothing more than a show.

“Who the hell is that?” Adrian whispered.

Skylar’s grip on the rope trembled. “Someone who shouldn’t be here.”

“Skylar—” Adrian turned toward him, searching his face. “You know him. Don’t you?”

Skylar didn’t answer.

His silence was an answer.

By the time the fireboat pulled them aboard, both boys were shaking violently—from cold, from shock, from the weight of something neither was ready to name.

A firefighter wrapped blankets around their shoulders. Another asked questions, quick and clipped.

“What happened?”

“Did you see the source of the fire?”

“Did you spot anyone else near the collapse?”

But Adrian couldn’t focus on the interrogation.

He only saw Skylar—soaked, shivering, eyes fixed somewhere far beyond the boat.

A haunted look.

A familiar look.

Adrian had seen it once before, in a storm years ago, when a fisherman drowned despite the entire town fighting to rescue him. That same hollow, shattered stare.

Skylar looked like someone who had just seen his past crawl out of the flames.

Finally Skylar whispered, barely audible:

“It wasn’t an accident.”

Adrian swallowed. “The fire?”

Skylar shook his head slowly.

“No,” he rasped. “Him.”

The firefighter crouched, confused. “Who’s ‘him’?”

Skylar closed his eyes.

And for a moment, Adrian thought he wouldn’t answer.

Then—

“He followed me here,” Skylar whispered. “He wasn’t supposed to...but he did.”

The boat rocked.

Sirens wailed.

The harbor burned behind them.

And Adrian realized with sudden, acute clarity:

Whatever Skylar was running from had finally caught up to him.
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​CHAPTER ONE — The Boy in the Smoke
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The storms always came early to Crescent Harbor.

Not always the kind that rattled windows or churned the sea into gray teeth—though those were common enough—but the quiet ones. The ones that settled over the town like a held breath, heavy and waiting.

Adrian Reyes felt it the moment he stepped out of the lighthouse keeper’s cottage that morning—the weight of something gathering, unseen but certain. His grandfather used to call it weather in the bones.

Adrian had inherited a lot from the old man: the steadiness, the solitude... and the unsettling instinct that trouble always arrives quietly at first.

He tightened his jacket against the cold wind rolling off the cliffs.

From this height, Crescent Harbor looked soft, almost peaceful. Shingled roofs. Narrow lanes. Fishing boats nudging each other in the tide. Smoke from chimneys threading into the bleached sky.

Except—

There was another kind of smoke now.

Not from hearths.

Not from morning fires.

Thin. Distant. Wrong.

Adrian’s steps slowed.

Down the road, the main square was blotted by a single plume drifting upward. People clustered around it—figures moving, shouting, pacing.

And right in the center of the chaos stood a boy.

A stranger.

A stranger with soot on his face and a torn backpack slung over one shoulder.

A stranger staring at the rising smoke like he’d seen this exact scene before.

Like it followed him.

Adrian’s heartbeat stumbled.

He didn’t recognize the boy, which in Crescent Harbor meant one thing—newcomer. And newcomers didn’t last long here. The town didn’t like surprises. It didn’t like secrets.

But this boy looked like he was made of them.

Blue-black hair falling wild around his face.

Eyes the color of fogged glass—pale, distant, hurting.

A posture that said I didn’t do it even though no one had accused him yet.

Adrian took a step closer. Then another.

Voices surged in the square.

“He was near the shed!”

“He’s not from here!”

“Smells like gasoline—”

“Call someone—”

The stranger didn’t defend himself. Didn’t flinch.

He just kept staring at the fire like it was an old enemy who had finally found him again.

Adrian’s throat tightened.

It wasn’t the fire that worried him.

It was the look in the boy’s eyes.

A look Adrian recognized too well—

the look of someone who had been running for a very long time... and just realized he’d been caught.

He pushed through the crowd.

“Hey,” Adrian said quietly as he reached him.

The boy startled, eyes snapping toward him.

Up close he looked younger. Not by age—a year, maybe two—but by exhaustion.

“Are you hurt?” Adrian asked.

The boy blinked, confused for a beat, like no one had asked him anything kind in a while.

Then—softly, hoarsely—he said:

“No. But they think I started it.”

His voice was tight. Controlled.

Too controlled.

“What’s your name?” Adrian asked.

The boy hesitated.

“...Skylar.”

“Skylar,” Adrian repeated, grounding the name. “I’m Adrian. And you should come with me before this turns ugly.”

Skylar’s eyes flicked toward the crowd closing in.

Someone shouted again. Someone else pointed.

Adrian stepped between Skylar and the others—an instinct more than a decision.

A calm voice cut through the noise behind them:

“Adrian Reyes,” Lila called sharply, pushing through with her press badge swinging, “what exactly are you doing?”

“Not letting a mob decide guilt,” he said without looking away from Skylar.

Lila’s eyes narrowed, calculating the scene like the reporter she was.

“Can you at least get him out of the open?” she muttered.

“I’m trying.”

Adrian reached for Skylar’s wrist—gentle, offering, not grabbing.

Skylar flinched like he wasn’t used to being touched, even lightly... but he didn’t pull away.

For the first time, he looked directly at Adrian.

Really looked.

Something unguarded flickered in those pale eyes.

Trust.

Fear.

Recognition.

...Something else.

“Come on,” Adrian murmured.

The crowd surged again. Someone shouted Skylar’s name—he stiffened, shocked that anyone here knew it.

But they didn’t know him. Not really.

Not yet.

Adrian guided him away from the square, around the corner, and into the narrow alley behind the bakery. The scent of fire faded. The world quieted.

Skylar exhaled shakily.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” he said.

“Done what?”

“Stepped in.”

His voice cracked. “Everyone always chooses the other side.”

Adrian studied him—the bruised vulnerability, the soot smudged along his jaw, the way he tried so hard to stand still even though his whole body trembled with leftover adrenaline.

“I don’t choose sides,” Adrian said softly.

“I choose people.”

Skylar swallowed.

Something dangerous and tender flickered across his expression.

“Why me?”

Because you looked like you were drowning.

Because you looked like you expected no one to reach for you.

Because something in me moved when I saw you.

Adrian didn’t say any of that.

Instead, he said:

“Because you looked like you needed someone.”

Skylar’s breath hitched—barely—but Adrian heard it.

For a long moment, they just stood there in the alley: two strangers who suddenly didn’t feel like strangers at all.

Then Skylar whispered:

“You don’t even know what I’ve done.”

The wind shifted.

The last curl of smoke drifted past them.

Adrian met his eyes.

“Then tell me.”

Skylar shook his head—fear and shame tightening his jaw.

“I can’t,” he said.

“Not yet.”

Adrian nodded slowly.

“Okay,” he said.

“But whenever you’re ready... I’ll listen.”

Skylar’s lips parted—just slightly, just enough.

Then, quietly:

“Why are you being nice to me?”

Because I want to be.

Because I can’t seem to walk away from you.

Because something in you feels familiar.

Adrian’s voice stayed gentle.

“Because you deserve someone to be.”

Skylar looked at him like no one had ever spoken to him that way before.

And just like that—

the storm inside him shifted.

Not gone.

Not calmed.

But not alone anymore.

For a while, neither of them moved.

The alley held a strange kind of safety—narrow, quiet, wrapped in shadows and the faint smell of sea air drifting in from the harbor. The sounds of the crowd were distant now, muffled by brick and distance, yet Skylar’s breathing still came too fast, too shallow.

Like he was waiting for another blow.

Like he was used to bracing.

Adrian softened his voice.

“You’re safe here.”

Skylar shook his head immediately—too quickly.

“No one’s safe in this town. You think they’re going to forget what happened back there? They won’t.” His fingers curled tighter around the strap of his backpack. “I should go before someone decides to drag me to the sheriff.”

“You’re not going anywhere.” Adrian’s tone wasn’t possessive—just steady. Grounding. Like an anchor thrown into restless water. “At least not until you can breathe.”

Skylar huffed a brittle laugh. “I haven’t been able to breathe in months.”

Adrian hesitated—then stepped closer, slowly, giving Skylar every chance to move away.

Skylar didn’t.

His eyes flicked up, guarded but curious.

“Let me help,” Adrian said.

“Why?” Skylar whispered.

He kept asking that.

And Adrian kept searching for an answer that didn’t sound like too much honesty from a man he’d just met.

“Because...” Adrian exhaled. “It looked like you were about to disappear.”

Skylar blinked hard, something fragile cracking at the edges.

His voice fell to a hush.

“I’ve been disappearing for a long time.”

Adrian’s chest tightened.

He wanted to reach out—to brush a strand of dark hair away from Skylar’s forehead, to wipe the soot smudge from his cheek, to do anything that said you’re here now, I see you—but he curled his fingers into his jacket instead. Too fast, too soon.

“Then let me walk you somewhere quiet,” Adrian said. “A place where people won’t look at you like... like that.”

Skylar stared at him for a long, trembling second.

Then he whispered:

“Okay.”

They walked side by side down Harbor Lane, the path sloping gently toward the water. The ocean wind tugged at their clothes, bringing the smell of salt and kelp and distant storms. Wooden boats creaked against their moorings. Seagulls cut across the pale sky like scraps of paper.

Skylar kept his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched like he was trying to fold himself smaller.

Adrian slowed his pace to match him.

Not obvious. Just enough.

“You sure you’re not hurt?” Adrian asked quietly.

Skylar shook his head. “Just smoke. I’ve been around worse.”

Adrian frowned. “How much worse?”

Skylar didn’t answer.

And that silence—

that silence said everything.

When they reached the lighthouse cliffs, Skylar stopped walking.

His breath caught in his throat.

The lighthouse rose above them—white stone, weather-beaten, tall and lonely against the sky. The sea crashed below, sending up a mist that made Skylar’s hair curl damp against his cheek.

“This is yours?” Skylar asked, voice faint.

“It was my grandfather’s,” Adrian said. “He raised me here.”

Skylar glanced at him, something softening almost imperceptibly.

“Must’ve been a good man.”

“He was,” Adrian said. “Taught me a lot.”

“Like what?”

Adrian looked at him, wind lifting the edge of his jacket.

“That people break,” he said softly.

“And that sometimes, if you’re lucky, someone holds the pieces with you.”

Skylar’s eyes widened—startled, almost wounded.

He looked away quickly, blinking hard.

The ocean roared below them, mist rising like breath from some old myth.

Adrian let the silence stretch—warm, gentle, waiting.

Finally Skylar asked, voice barely more than a sigh:

“You’re really not scared of me?”

“No,” Adrian said simply.

“You should be.”

“Why?”

Skylar swallowed.

“Because everywhere I go...” His voice cracked on the words. “Things burn.”

Adrian stepped closer—not reckless, not naive.

Just steady.

“Then stay here,” he murmured.

“And we’ll watch the smoke together.”

Skylar’s breath trembled—part fear, part relief, part something else entirely.

Something dangerous.

Something magnetic.

Something that pulled him one small step closer.

“Adrian...” Skylar whispered, barely audible.

And Adrian suddenly knew—with an ache like swallowing the tide—that this boy was going to change everything.

His life.

This town.

The truth behind the fires.

And maybe—if fate was cruel or kind or something in between—his heart.

A shout cut through the moment.

“Adrian!”

They both turned sharply.

Lila Reyes hurried up the path, hair wind-tangled, expression sharp and urgent. Her press badge slapped against her chest as she came to a stop, breathing hard.

“We’ve got a problem,” she said.

Adrian felt Skylar tense beside him.

“What kind of problem?” he asked.

Lila’s eyes flicked to Skylar—quick, assessing—but she kept her focus on her brother.

“The fire in town? It wasn’t an accident.”

She lowered her voice.

“Someone lit it on purpose.”

Skylar’s breath froze.

Adrian’s jaw tightened.

And Lila added, almost too quietly:
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