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The
  first thing Clara Bennett noticed was the silence. It wasn't the
  peaceful kind that settled over a quiet beach at sunrise, nor the
  comforting hush that followed the end of a storm. This silence
  felt
  deliberate, as if the old research station had been holding its
  breath for decades, waiting for someone to step inside and
  disturb
  its memories.




  
She
  stood at the rusted entrance with a folder tucked beneath one arm
  while salty wind whipped loose strands of her brown hair across
  her
  face. The building overlooked a rocky coastline where endless
  waves
  crashed against black cliffs, sending white spray into the gray
  morning air. Above, heavy clouds drifted slowly across the sky,
  hiding the sun behind layers of silver.




  
Clara
  had spent the last seven years working as a marine archivist for
  the
  National Coastal Preservation Office. Most of her assignments
  involved restoring old journals, organizing forgotten
  photographs, or
  preserving weather records from abandoned lighthouses. It wasn't
  glamorous work, but she loved uncovering stories hidden beneath
  dust
  and time.




  
This
  assignment, however, was different.




  
The
  file in her hands contained only three pages.




  
Property
  Name: Blackwater Coastal Research Station.




  
Status:
  Closed.




  
Reason:
  Unknown.




  
Recommendation:
  Archive remaining materials before demolition.




  
That
  was all.




  
No
  explanation. No history. No list of former employees. It was
  strangely incomplete for a government record, and that alone had
  captured Clara's curiosity.




  
She
  pushed open the heavy metal door. It groaned loudly before
  revealing
  a dim hallway filled with stale air and the faint scent of salt,
  mildew, and old wood. Her flashlight cut through the darkness,
  illuminating peeling paint and faded signs pointing toward
  laboratories, storage rooms, and observation decks.




  
Everything
  appeared frozen in time.




  
Coffee
  mugs still rested on dusty desks. Calendars hung on walls,
  forever
  displaying the same month from nearly thirty years earlier. A
  pair of
  reading glasses lay beside an open notebook whose final sentence
  ended abruptly in the middle of a word.




  
It
  looked less like a place people had left and more like somewhere
  they
  had vanished from.




  
Clara
  quietly reminded herself that there was always a logical
  explanation.




  
Perhaps
  funding had disappeared overnight.




  
Perhaps
  a storm had forced an emergency evacuation.




  
Perhaps
  the records had simply been misplaced.




  
Yet
  none of those explanations satisfied the uneasy feeling growing
  inside her.




  
She
  began photographing each room before carefully packing documents
  into
  archival boxes. Weather reports. Ocean temperature charts.
  Equipment
  logs. Most were routine scientific records with nothing unusual
  about
  them.




  
Until
  she entered Office Twelve.




  
Unlike
  every other room, this office had been locked.




  
The
  key provided by the local council barely turned before the door
  opened with surprising ease. Dust floated lazily through the beam
  of
  her flashlight.




  
The
  office belonged to someone named Dr. Eleanor Hayes.




  
Books
  filled every shelf. Maps covered the walls. A faded photograph
  showed
  six smiling researchers standing on the station's observation
  platform. Someone had carefully scratched out one face with what
  looked like a knife.




  
Clara
  frowned.




  
Why
  would anyone do that?




  
She
  lifted the photograph for a closer look.




  
The
  remaining five people smiled naturally.




  
The
  scratched-out figure stood near the center.




  
Only
  fragments remained—a shoulder, part of a hand, and the outline of
  a
  raincoat.




  
Someone
  hadn't wanted that person remembered.




  
She
  placed the photograph into an evidence sleeve before continuing
  her
  search.




  
Behind
  the desk stood a tall metal filing cabinet.




  
Every
  drawer opened except the bottom one.




  
Locked.




  
She
  searched the office for several minutes before finding a tiny
  brass
  key taped beneath the underside of the desk.




  
That
  was unusual enough.




  
When
  the lock clicked open, she expected another stack of
  documents.




  
Instead
  she found a small steel box.




  
No
  labels.




  
No
  markings.




  
Only
  a thin layer of dust covering its surface.




  
The
  lid resisted at first before finally lifting with a soft metallic
  creak.




  
Inside
  rested an old cassette tape.




  
Nothing
  else.




  
No
  note.




  
No
  date.




  
No
  title.




  
No
  explanation.




  
Clara
  held it carefully between her fingers.




  
She
  hadn't seen one in years.




  
Someone
  had intentionally hidden it.




  
Not
  archived.




  
Not
  cataloged.




  
Hidden.




  
A
  chill traveled down her spine despite the humid sea air.




  
She
  searched the rest of the drawer but found only an empty envelope
  whose edges had turned yellow with age.




  
Across
  the front, written in neat handwriting, were four simple
  words.




  
Do
  Not Play Alone.




  
Clara
  stared at the message for several long seconds.




  
She
  almost laughed.




  
It
  sounded like something from an old ghost story teenagers would
  tell
  around a campfire.




  
Still,
  she slipped both the envelope and the cassette into separate
  protective bags.




  
Evidence
  first.




  
Curiosity
  later.




  
Outside,
  rain began falling softly against the station's cracked
  windows.




  
The
  sound echoed through the empty building like distant
  footsteps.




  
She
  continued documenting rooms until late afternoon, but her
  thoughts
  kept returning to the cassette.




  
Why
  hide an ordinary recording?




  
Why
  leave a warning instead of destroying it?




  
As
  daylight slowly faded, she climbed the narrow staircase leading
  to
  the observation deck.




  
The
  ocean stretched endlessly before her.




  
Dark
  waves rolled toward the cliffs in slow, rhythmic patterns, their
  constant motion strangely hypnotic.




  
Far
  offshore, she noticed something unexpected.




  
A
  weather buoy.




  
Except
  according to the station maps, no buoy had ever been installed
  there.




  
She
  raised her camera and zoomed in.




  
For
  a split second she thought she saw someone standing beside
  it.




  
A
  figure dressed in a long coat.




  
Watching
  the station.




  
Blinking,
  she lowered the camera.




  
The
  figure was gone.




  
Only
  restless water remained.




  
"You've
  been inside too long," she whispered to herself.




  
Fatigue
  played tricks on the mind.




  
She
  knew that.




  
As
  evening approached, Clara locked the building behind her and
  carried
  the first archive boxes to her small rental cottage overlooking
  the
  harbor.




  
The
  cottage belonged to an elderly fisherman named Thomas Greene, who
  had
  rented rooms to visiting researchers years before.




  
When
  he noticed the cassette sticking slightly from her equipment bag,
  his
  cheerful expression disappeared.




  
"Where
  did you find that?" he asked quietly.




  
"The
  station."




  
His
  eyes narrowed.




  
"Which
  room?"




  
"I'm
  not sure why that matters."




  
"It
  does."




  
She
  hesitated.




  
"Office
  Twelve."




  
Thomas
  became unusually still.




  
"I
  hoped no one would ever open that office again."




  
"You
  know something about it?"




  
For
  several moments he remained silent while staring toward the
  distant
  coastline.




  
Finally
  he sighed.




  
"Some
  things disappear because people forget them."




  
His
  voice became almost a whisper.




  
"And
  some things are hidden because remembering them is far more
  dangerous."




  
Before
  Clara could ask another question, he turned and walked inside,
  gently
  closing the cottage door behind him.




  
She
  remained standing in the cool evening air, listening to waves
  breaking against the shore below.




  
In
  her bag rested a forgotten cassette hidden for nearly thirty
  years.




  
She
  had come expecting to preserve history.




  
Instead,
  history seemed determined to find her first.



                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






