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Chapter 1 – The Bridge of Tides
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The first thing I noticed was the smell of salt. It clung to the air like a memory that refused to fade, coating my tongue before I’d even seen the sea. The fog was so thick I could barely make out my own hands on the steering wheel. Somewhere ahead, the road dissolved into a vast, pale nothingness, as if the world had ended and I had simply driven off its edge.

It was only when my headlights caught the glint of wet stone that I realized I’d reached the bridge.

Locals called it the Bridge of Tides. It wasn’t on any official map. In fact, I hadn’t intended to find it at all—I’d been driving along the coast, following a series of wrong turns and vague directions from a gas station attendant who had simply pointed into the fog and said, “Keep going until the road stops, then don’t stop.”

The bridge stretched ahead of me, narrow and slick with seawater, its stone balustrades worn smooth by centuries of wind and waves. Somewhere beneath it, I could hear the tide breathing—rising and falling in slow, heavy exhales.

A wooden sign stood at the entrance, its paint chipped and letters faded:

GRAYHAVEN – VISITORS BY CHANCE, RESIDENTS BY CHOICE.

It was the strangest welcome I’d ever seen, and yet something about the words rooted me to the spot. I should have turned back. Any sensible person would have. But the fog had a weight to it, a presence, as if it were gently pushing me forward.

Halfway across the bridge, I felt it—the shift in the air. The smell of salt deepened, mingling with something older, like parchment and candle wax. My skin prickled, and I had the distinct, unnerving sense that I was being watched.

Through the mist, the outline of a gate appeared. It wasn’t large, just a simple iron archway with the same words as the sign, etched into a weathered plaque. Beyond it, the fog thinned enough to reveal a cluster of rooftops and lamplights. The glow was warm, almost golden, a stark contrast to the pale, colorless world I’d left behind.

I drove through the gate, and the instant my tires crossed onto the cobblestone street, the sound of the waves faded. The air felt still, too still, as though the town itself was holding its breath.

Grayhaven was... strange. The streets were lined with buildings that looked frozen in time—stone facades, shuttered windows, narrow alleys that twisted away into shadow. The lamps burned with a steady flame that didn’t flicker, even when I passed close enough to feel the heat.
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