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Chapter 1: The Return 
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Ethan Carter eased his car into the driveway, his muscles tight from hours on the road. The porch light flickered as he stepped out—a tiny detail, but enough to send an uneasy ripple through him. He shook it off. He was just tired. 

As he unlocked the front door, the familiar scent of rosemary and garlic filled the air. She was cooking. He smiled, grateful for the normalcy. 

——
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“IN THE KITCHEN!” SHE called before he could say anything. 

Ethan set his bag down and walked in. There she was, standing by the stove, stirring a pot of pasta. Her dark hair was pulled into a loose bun, and she wore one of his oversized sweatshirts. She looked... exactly the same. 

So why did something feel wrong? 

——
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JULIA TURNED TO HIM with a bright smile. “Welcome home.” 

Ethan hesitated before stepping forward, wrapping his arms around her. She hugged him back, but for just a second too long. When he pulled away, she held onto his hands, her fingers tracing circles against his skin. 

“Long trip?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” he said, watching Julia closely. “Missed you.” 

She smiled again, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. 

—-—
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THAT NIGHT, AS ETHAN settled into bed, he expected her to curl up next to him, like she always did. Instead, she lay flat on her back, staring at the ceiling. 

He watched her for a moment, his stomach tightening. “You okay?” 

A long pause. Then, without turning her head, she whispered: 

“You shouldn’t have come back.” 

-—
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Chapter 2: Small Changes 
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Ethan woke up groggy, his body protesting after days of bad hotel sleep. The other side of the bed was empty. He frowned. She always slept in. 

He found her in the kitchen, sitting at the table, perfectly still. Just staring at her coffee. 

—-—
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“YOU’RE UP EARLY,” HE said, trying to shake off the tension still clinging to him from the night before. 

She looked up, blinking like she was surprised to see him. “Yeah. Couldn’t sleep.” 

Ethan leaned down to kiss her head, but something in her posture made him hesitate. Instead, he poured himself a cup of coffee and sat across from her. 

—-—
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“YOU FEELING OKAY?” he asked. 

She smiled, but it was too... rehearsed. “I’m fine.” 

Over the next few days, the little changes started piling up. 

Julia burned dinner, something she’d never done before. When he brought up their first vacation together, she hesitated before answering, as if trying to recall details of her own memory. And then there were the moments he caught her just watching him. Not in a loving way. Not even in a curious way. Just... watching. 

——
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ETHAN TRIED TO TELL himself he was overthinking things. Maybe she was just distracted. Maybe work was stressing her out. 

Maybe he was imagining it. 

But on the fourth night, he woke up again—this time to find her sitting in the dark, at the edge of the bed, facing the wall. 

She didn’t move. 

Didn’t even seem to be breathing. 

“Jules?” His voice was hoarse. 

She turned her head slowly, too slowly, and smiled. “Go back to sleep, love.” 

-—
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Chapter 3: The Eyes That Watch 
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Ethan needed normalcy. 

He met up with his best friend, Mark, for their usual Saturday morning coffee. The moment he slid into the booth, Mark gave him a once-over. “You look like hell.” 

Ethan let out a short laugh. “Thanks. Just been a weird week.” 

Mark took a sip of his coffee. “Julia?” 

——
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ETHAN HESITATED, THEN nodded. “She’s... off. I can’t explain it. She’s acting like herself but not.” 

Mark frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“She forgets things—things she should know. And she just... stares at me sometimes. Like she’s studying me.” 

——
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MARK SMIRKED. “MAYBE she’s just really into you, man.” 

Ethan tried to laugh, but it felt forced. “No, it’s not that. It’s—” 

“Wait,” Mark interrupted. “Who’s Julia?” 

Ethan stared at him. “What?” 

“Your girlfriend. Julia.” 

——
[image: ]


MARK’S BROWS PULLED together. “Ethan, I have no idea who you’re talking about.” 

Ethan’s stomach dropped. “Mark, you were at our wedding.” 

Mark shook his head slowly. “Dude, you’ve never been married.” 

—-—
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ETHAN FELT LIKE THE air had been sucked out of the room. He pulled out his phone, hands shaking, and scrolled to their photos. Their wedding. Their trips. Proof. 

Except— 

The photos were gone. 

All of them. 

-—
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Chapter 4: Vanishing Acts 
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Ethan drove straight to Mark’s house. He needed to prove to himself that something was real. 

But when he pulled up, Mark’s car was in the driveway, his front door wide open. 

Ethan stepped inside, calling out, but the house was eerily quiet. Mark’s living room looked undisturbed, his half-empty coffee mug still on the table. 

— 
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THEN ETHAN NOTICED something strange. 

Mark’s family photos—on the wall, on the shelves—were... wrong. 

They were still there, but Mark wasn’t in any of them. 

It was like he had never existed. 

—- 
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A COLD SWEAT BROKE out along Ethan’s spine. He backed away, nearly tripping over the threshold as he stumbled outside. 

When he turned back to look at the house, a man was standing in the front window. 

Tall. Expressionless. 

Watching him. 

-—
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