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Thesea was breathing. Slow. Heavy. Endless.

Each wave reached the shore with the patience of

something ancient, something that had been doing this long before memory, long before names. The sound

wasn’tviolent—it was almost careful, as if the ocean  feared waking someone who was not meant to sleep.

A thin fog hovered above the sand, rolling in low,

dissolving the horizon into nothing. Sky and water blended into the same pale gray, erasing any sense of distance or  direction. There was no sunrise. No sunset. Just a muted  light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere  at once.

Fairview did not announce itself.

The city rested behind the shore, quiet and still, its

silhouette barely visible through the mist. Buildings stood in orderly rows, tooneat, too intentional. No lights

flickered in the windows. No cars passed. No voices  carried on the wind. It looked like a place paused mid- breath.

As if waiting.

A gull cried somewhere above, sharp and sudden, breaking

the silence like a crack in glass. Then another. And

another. Their shadows crossed the sand briefly before vanishing into the fog.

That was when the manon the shore moved.

At first, it was barely noticeable—at witch of fingers

sinking into wet sand. Then a slow, uneven breath. Water

clung to his clothes, darkening the fabric, weighing it down.

His shoes were gone. His hair was soaked, plastered to his forehead.

He lay facedown, as though thesea had gently placed him there.

The next wave crept forward, cold foam touching his hand. He gasped.

Air tore into his lungs violently, as if his body had forgotten how breathing worked and was panicking now that it

remembered. He coughed, rolling onto his side, spitting

saltwater and sand. His chest burned. His head throbbed  with a dull, spreading pain that made it hard to think—hard to exist.

For a moment, there was nothing but sensation.

Cold.

Weight. Sound.

He pressed his palm into the sand, trying to push himself up, but his arm trembled and gave way. He collapsed

again, breathing hard, heart hammering against his ribs like it was trying to escape.

“What ...?”he whispered.

The word felt strange in his mouth. His voice was hoarse, unfamiliar—like hearing a recording of yourself and

realizing it doesn’tsound the way you imagined.

He turned his head slowly, eyes struggling to focus.

The shoreline stretched endlessly in both directions. No footprints but his own, half-erased by the tide. No boats. No people. Just thesea behind him and the fog ahead.

He tried to remember how he got there. Nothing came.

Not even fragments. Not even emotions tied to images.

Just a blank wall where memories should have been. He

searched instinctively—his name, his past, a reason for the ache in his chest—but his mind returned empty-handed

everytime.

Panic began as a tightness in his throat.

“No...no, no, ”he murmured, sitting up despite the

dizziness that washed over him. He squeezed his eyes shut, pressing his fingers against his temples as if

pressure alone could force something back into place.

Who am I?

The question echoed, unanswered. He opened his eyes again.

That was when he noticed the girl.

She stood several meters away, near the edge of the fog.

She was small—no older than twelve, maybe younger. Her dress was light in color, untouched by sand or water, and  moved slightly eventhough there was no wind. Her dark

hair fell straight to her shoulders, framing a pale, expressionless face.

She wasn’tlooking at thesea. She was looking at him.

He froze.

“Hey, ”he said, unsure why he whispered. “Hey...are you—”

The girl did not respond.

She didn’tblink. Didn’tshift her weight. Didn’treact to his voice at all. She simply stood there, hands at her sides,

eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made his skin crawl.

A chill ran through him that had nothing to do with the cold water.

“Are you okay?”he asked, louder now. “Where is this place?”

Silence.

He pushed himself fully upright, ignoring the way the world tilted for a second. When he looked back at the spot where

she stood —

She was gone.

The fog was empty.

His heart skipped painfully. He stood abruptly, scanning the shoreline, his breath quickening. “Wait! I —”

Nothing.

No footprints. No movement. Just thesea, continuing its endless rhythm, indifferent to his confusion.

He told himself it was shock. A hallucination. The result of

whatever accident had left him half-drowned on a nameless beach.

But the unease remained. He turned toward the city.

From this distance, Fairview looked close enough to reach within minutes, yet strangely unreachable. Streets led

inward like veins, disappearing into fog and shadow. A sign stood near the edge of the beach road, its letters  worn but legible.

FAIRVIEW

The name stirred nothing inside him.  Still, it was the only thing that felt real.

He took his first step toward the city, unaware that  somewhere beyond the fog, something had already noticed him.

And it was watching.

The road leading away from the beach was narrow and

cracked, bordered by old wooden fences bleached by salt  and time. David didn’tknow his name yet—but the thought surfaced anyway, uninvited, as if his mind was testing

possibilities.

David.

The name lingered for a second longer than the others that tried and failed to exist.

He stopped walking.

“David ...”he said quietly.

Hearing it out loud sent a strange pressure through his  chest. It didn’tfeel right, but it didn’tfeel wrong either. It was like wearing someone else’s coat that somehow fit.

He exhaled slowly and kept moving.

The fog thinned as he entered the first street. Houses

lined both sides—white paint, small porches, identical

mailboxes. Too identical. Like copies of copies. Curtains hung behind windows, but none moved.

“Hello?”he called out.

His voice echoed farther than it should have. No answer.

He walked past a small grocery store. The door was

unlocked. Abell above it rang softly as he pushed it open.

Inside, the lights were on.

That alone made him pause.

Shelves were stocked neatly. Fresh fruit sat in wooden  crates. Aradio played low music behind the counter—an old song, distorted slightly, like it was coming from

underwater.

“Hey, ”David said, stepping inside. “Is anyone here?” From behind the counter, a man straightened up.

He was in his late forties, maybe older. Gray at the temples. Calm eyes. He wore a simple button-up shirt and smiled

like nothing in the world was wrong.

“Morning, ”the man said. “Rough night?” David blinked. “I—what?”

“You look like you met the ocean a little too personally, ” the man added, nodding toward David’s soaked clothes.

David glanced down at himself, then back up. “Yeah. I guess you could say that.”

The man chuckled lightly. “Happens more often than you’d think around here.”

David frowned. “It does?”

“Fairview has a way of...receiving people, ”the man replied casually. “You’lldry off.”

Something about the wording unsettled him.

“Do you know where Iam?”David asked. “I

mean—obviously this is Fairview, but ...what state is this? What country?”

The man studied him for a moment, his smile never fading, but his eyes sharpening just slightly.

“You don’tremember, ”he said. It wasn’ta question.

“No, ”David admitted. “Idon’tremember anything.” The radio crackled.

“Well, ”the man said slowly, “then you’re exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

That made David’s stomach tighten. “Idon’tlike that answer, ”he said.

Most people would laugh. The man didn’t.

“You’llhear things like that a lot here, ”he replied. “Name’s Thomas. I run the store.”

“David, ”he said instinctively, then hesitated. “Ithink.”

Thomas nodded, as if that was enough. “Welcome, David.” Silence stretched between them.

“There was a girl on the beach, ”David said suddenly. “A

kid. She was just standing there. Did you see her?”

Thomas’sexpression didn’tchange—but the pause before he spoke did.

“Lots of kids in Fairview, ”he said. “Hard to keep track.”

“She didn’ttalk, ”David continued. “She just stared at me.” “That’s rude, ”Thomas replied mildly.

“She disappeared, ”David said, his voice sharper now. “I turned away for two seconds and she was gone.”

Thomas leaned his elbows on the counter. “Are you sure you weren’talone?”

“Yes, ”David said immediately. “I’msure.” Another pause.

“You should get some rest, ”Thomas said. “Shock can do strange things to the mind.”

David stared at him. “You don’tbelieve me.”

“Ibelieve, ”Thomas answered carefully, “that Fairview shows people what they’re ready to see.”

That sentence landed heavier than the others.

David stepped back from the counter. “Is there a police station?”

“Yes.”

“Hospital?” “Yes.”

“Can you tell me how to get out of here?” Thomas smiled again.

“No.”

David felt anger flare, sudden and hot. “Why not?”

“Because, ”Thomas said calmly, “people who try to leave Fairview usually end up back where they started.”

The radio music warped for a second, stretching unnaturally.

David swallowed. “That’s not funny.” “I’m not joking.”

David turned toward the door.

As his hand touched the handle, Thomas spoke again. “She’llcome back, ”he said.

David froze. “Who?” “The girl.”

Slowly, David looked over his shoulder.

Thomas met his gaze. “They always do.” David stepped back onto the street.

The fog had lifted just enough to let the city breathe.

Fairview looked ...ordinary. Almost disappointingly so. A

quiet coastal town. Clean sidewalks. Trees lining the road. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once and then

stopped.

Life sounds.

That should have comforted him.

Instead, it made everything feel rehearsed.

A woman passed him carrying a paper bag of groceries. She smiled politely.

“Good morning, ”she said.

“Morning, ”David replied automatically.

She didn’tslow down. Didn’tlook back. Just continued on her way, like he had always been there.
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