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The sea had always taken things from Grimsby Reach.

It took boats first.

That was the old saying repeated by fishermen standing outside the harbour pubs with cracked hands wrapped around glasses of whisky while winter storms battered the coastline beyond the windows. The sea took nets, anchors, engines, and eventually entire vessels when the storms became cruel enough. Men who spent their entire lives on the water spoke about the North Sea as though it were alive, not in a poetic sense but in the fearful way farmers spoke about wolves or disease. Respect it. Never trust it. Never turn your back on it.

Then the disappearances began.

Not all at once. Not enough to bring reporters swarming into town or police setting up barriers along the cliffs. Grimsby Reach was too small and too forgotten for that. People vanished quietly there. A fisherman failing to return after a night tide. A tourist gone missing during fog. A drunk stumbling home from the harbour road never seen again. The kind of disappearances people explained away because isolated coastal towns were good at burying uncomfortable truths beneath silence.

But over time the stories began collecting like storm clouds.

People claimed they heard knocking at their doors long after midnight only to find nobody outside except seawater spreading slowly across the step. Others reported seeing figures standing motionless along the shoreline during low tide, pale shapes barely visible through the mist. Children spoke about hearing voices calling from the sea at night. Most parents dismissed it. Some did not.

David Bradshaw had spent years convincing himself the town was nothing more than a cold memory he had escaped.

He had not returned to Grimsby Reach in almost two decades.

Not since the arguments with his father.

Not since the endless stories about strange tides and bad winters and old things moving beneath the water after dark. As a boy David had listened to those stories beside fireplaces while storms hammered against the windows of their cliffside home, but as he grew older the stories became embarrassing, then exhausting, and finally intolerable. His father’s obsession with local legends poisoned everything around him. Every drowned fisherman became part of some ancient curse. Every winter storm became a warning. Every unexplained death carried whispers about the sea watching the town.

David left and never looked back.

At least that was what he told himself.

Then the phone call came.

His father had been found dead near the harbour wall three weeks earlier, his body discovered at dawn after a violent storm rolled through the coastline overnight. The official explanation was simple enough. Accidental drowning. An old man losing his footing during dangerous weather. Nobody questioned it too deeply because Grimsby Reach had always buried its dead quickly.

But there were details that unsettled David from the very beginning.

His father had been found almost two miles from home barefoot and soaking wet despite the freezing conditions. There were deep cuts across his hands as though he had been clawing at rough stone before he died. And according to the police officer handling the case, the old man had repeatedly muttered the same phrase in the days before his death whenever anyone asked why he kept wandering near the shoreline after dark.

“The tide is bringing them back.”

David arrived in Grimsby Reach during the final days of November beneath a sky the colour of bruised steel. The town looked smaller than he remembered. Older too. Many of the shopfronts along the harbour had been boarded shut, their signs hanging crooked above empty windows streaked with salt and rainwater. Fishing boats sat idle in the docks rocking gently against rotten wood while gulls screamed overhead like distant alarms.

The sea itself looked wrong.

Not rough.

Not stormy.

Waiting.

Even before David reached his father’s house he began noticing the figures people whispered about online. Pale shapes standing along the distant shoreline revealed during low tide. From the road they appeared almost human, tall and thin against the black rocks below the cliffs. He assumed they were driftwood markers or strange coastal sculptures left behind by locals.

Until he passed one close enough to see what it really was.

It stood half buried near the tide line facing inland toward the town. Rough white salt covered its entire body in thick crusted layers that glimmered faintly beneath the weak afternoon light. The shape resembled a man with its head tilted slightly downward and its arms hanging stiffly at its sides.

David slowed without meaning to.

Something about it unsettled him immediately.

Perhaps it was the detail.

The shape of the fingers.

The hollow impression where the eyes should have been.

Or perhaps it was the fact that tangled deep inside the figure’s chest beneath layers of hardened salt appeared to be something dark and human.

A piece of cloth.

No.

Hair.

The wind shifted sharply off the sea carrying with it the stench of saltwater and something far worse lingering beneath it. Rot. Decay. The smell of something dredged upward from deep water after far too long below.

David drove on without stopping.

But in the rear-view mirror he could have sworn the figure was no longer facing the same direction.
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David Bradshaw did not sleep during his first night back in Grimsby Reach.

The old house seemed determined to remind him why he had left all those years earlier. Every sound carried too clearly through the walls. Pipes groaned somewhere beneath the floorboards. Wind scraped loose branches across the slate roof above him like fingernails dragged slowly over stone. Now and then the distant crash of waves echoed upward from the cliffs beyond the back garden, low and heavy enough to vibrate faintly through the bedroom walls.

The house smelled exactly the same as it had when he was a child.

Dust.

Old wood.

Coal smoke soaked into the walls after decades of harsh winters.

And beneath all of it lingered the cold damp scent of the sea.

David lay awake staring into darkness while rain lashed against the windows in uneven bursts. The bedroom itself had barely changed since he left. His father had never modernised anything. The wallpaper still peeled near the ceiling above the wardrobe. The old brass lamp remained beside the bed despite no longer working properly. Even the faded photograph resting on the bedside cabinet had not moved in nearly twenty years.

His mother smiling beside the harbour long before the illness took her.

His father standing beside her younger then, broad shouldered and stern faced with one arm resting awkwardly around her waist as though physical affection embarrassed him.

And David himself between them no older than ten.

He had almost thrown the photograph into a drawer earlier that evening but stopped himself. Instead he turned it face down before unpacking.

Sometime after midnight the storm worsened.

The wind rose sharply around the cliffs until the entire house creaked under its force. Rain hammered against the windows so violently it sounded as though handfuls of gravel were being thrown against the glass. David finally gave up attempting sleep and climbed from bed, pulling on a jumper against the cold before heading downstairs.

The kitchen felt even colder than the rest of the house.

He switched on the weak yellow light above the sink and immediately noticed seawater pooled across part of the tiled floor near the back door.

David frowned.

For a moment he simply stared at it.

The puddle stretched several feet inward from the doorway despite the door itself appearing shut properly. Small grains of sand and tiny fragments of seaweed floated within the water reflecting beneath the dim kitchen light.

He crouched beside it.

The water was icy cold.

A leak perhaps. Old houses near the coast developed problems constantly during storms. Still, something about it unsettled him. The back garden sat high above the cliffs. There was no reason seawater should be inside the kitchen unless it had somehow forced its way beneath the door itself.

Then came the sound.

Three knocks.

Slow.

Heavy.

Directly against the back door.

David froze.

The knocks came again after several seconds.

Not frantic.

Not aggressive.

Measured.

Almost patient.

He stared toward the door while the storm roared beyond the walls. The frosted glass pane near the top of the frame revealed nothing except distorted darkness and rainwater running across the surface.

Another knock.

His first instinct was irritation rather than fear. Probably some drunk from town. Or kids trying to frighten the newcomer returning to his dead father’s house.

David stepped closer.

“Who is it?”

No answer.

Only the wind outside.

He reached the door and hesitated briefly before unlocking it.

The storm hit him immediately.

Rain blasted sideways across the garden carried by violent coastal wind strong enough to shake the fence panels near the cliff path. Beyond the garden darkness swallowed almost everything except the faint outline of crashing waves far below the cliffs.

Nobody stood outside.

David scanned the garden anyway.

Empty.

Then he noticed the footprints.

Wet footprints leading across the stone path from the garden gate toward the back door.

Bare human footprints.

He stared at them while rain hammered across the garden around him. The prints were already beginning to blur beneath the storm but their shape remained unmistakable. Whoever made them had approached the house barefoot despite the freezing weather.

The tracks ended directly at the doorway.

There were no returning prints.

A sudden gust slammed the door partly shut hard enough to make David jump backward. He cursed under his breath before locking it again quickly, forcing himself to breathe steadily while water dripped from his sleeves onto the kitchen tiles.

This is ridiculous, he thought.

Someone had obviously been playing games.

Yet as he grabbed a towel from beside the sink his eyes drifted once more toward the footprints outside.

The final print nearest the door looked strangely wrong.

Too long.

The toes oddly stretched.

Almost not entirely human.

David turned away from the window immediately, annoyed with himself for even thinking it. Exhaustion and grief were clearly beginning to affect him more than he realised.

Still unable to sleep, he eventually wandered into his father’s study shortly before two in the morning.

The room smelled strongly of damp paper and old tobacco. Shelves lined every wall overflowing with books about maritime history, local folklore, shipwrecks, and coastal maps. Most of the room remained exactly as his father left it, though stacks of notebooks now covered the desk in uneven towers beside dozens of loose newspaper clippings.

David sighed heavily.

The old obsession.

Even after all these years.

He picked up one of the notebooks reluctantly.

Inside were pages upon pages of handwritten entries. Tide patterns. Weather reports. Old newspaper articles concerning drownings dating back decades. Sketches of strange human-shaped figures standing along the coastline. Several pages contained only repeated phrases written harder and harder until the pen nearly tore through the paper.

THEY WALK DURING THE LOW TIDE.

DO NOT OPEN THE DOOR AFTER MIDNIGHT.

THE SEA DOES NOT FORGET.

David rubbed tiredly at his face.

His father had become increasingly unstable during the last years of his life according to neighbours. Reclusive. Paranoid. Obsessed with the old stories surrounding Grimsby Reach and the disappearances stretching back generations.

Then David found the photograph.

It had been tucked loosely between two pages near the back of the notebook.

He pulled it free carefully.

The image showed the shoreline north of town during low tide beneath heavy fog. Several pale figures stood among the rocks near the water’s edge.

Saltmen.

David studied the photograph uneasily.

One of the figures stood closer to the camera than the others. Thick white salt crusted across its body from head to foot, but unlike the others this one appeared disturbingly detailed.

Human detailed.

Its head tilted slightly sideways toward the photographer.

And embedded deep within its chest beneath layers of hardened salt was what appeared to be a human hand pressing outward from inside.
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The storm finally passed sometime near dawn.

David must have fallen asleep in the study without realising because he woke stiff and cold in his father’s chair with weak grey daylight filtering through the curtains. For several seconds he simply sat motionless staring at the notebook resting open across his lap while the events of the night returned slowly to him.

The knocking.

The footprints.

The photograph.

None of it felt less disturbing in daylight.

If anything the pale morning light made the house appear even more lifeless than before. The silence pressing through the rooms felt unnatural after hours of violent wind and rain. David stood slowly, joints aching, and glanced toward the window overlooking the cliffs.

The sea had retreated with the tide.

Far below the shoreline stretched black and endless beneath low drifting fog.

And scattered across the rocks stood the figures.

Even from this distance David counted at least seven.
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