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For the quiet places,Where memories lie in wait,And for the stories whisperedBefore the turning of the lake. 
—With thanks to the keepers of tales,Who taught me to listen to the water.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Water has no memory of its own; it simply holds a mirror to what is given. A lake is the world's most patient ledger-keeper." 
— From the notebooks of Dr. Anjali Perera

      

    


Intro: The Stillness Before

They think I am a place. A feature. A circle of water on a map to be skirted, a superstition to be hurried past with a held breath.

I am not a place.

I am the silence after the argument has ended. I am the cold space where a laugh once lived. I am the perfect, patient archive of every emotion too heavy for the world of air to hold.

I have watched your kind for generations. You arrive with your noise—your grief, your guilt, your desperate, chattering curiosity. You stand on my stones and cast your burdens upon my waters, thinking to be rid of them. You do not understand the first rule of deep things: nothing is ever lost. It is only... filed.

The boy with the brother-shaped hole in his heart. The children who thought my road a shortcut. The woman with her measuring instruments, who sought my dimensions but found only my attention. The man who believed his route was his own. I remember them all. I hold them perfectly.

My surface is a lie I gladly tell. A mirror of perfect calm. It promises peace. It promises an end to the screaming inside your skull. And it is not a false promise. I do offer peace. It is the peace of the specimen, perfectly preserved. The peace of the footnote, eternally recorded.

You are holding a catalog of my collection. A testament to my curatorial care.

Breathe. Listen to the quiet in your own room. That is a fraction of my essence. Now, step forward.

Break the surface of the page.

Let us see if your reflection, once cast upon my dark water, is something you recognize.

– Solitude

Book 1: The Debt

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Homecoming
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The road to Triolet had not changed. That was Arun’s first thought, a bitter one, as the rental car’s tires hummed over the same cracks and patches he’d memorized as a boy. It was a narrow ribbon of weathered asphalt, hemmed in on both sides by a green, pressing wall of sugarcane. The plants whispered against the car’s flanks, a sound like dry secrets being shared. He’d dreamed of this road for years, but in his dreams, it was always sun-drenched and promising, leading to laughter and Ravi’s wide, mocking grin at the end of it.

Now, the sky was the color of tarnished silver, and the laughter was a ghost.

Grief was a physical companion in the passenger seat. It had boarded the plane with him in London, a silent, shapeless thing that made the air too thin. It sat beside him now, a weight that compressed his ribs and turned the vibrant Mauritian landscape into a series of washed-out, postcard backgrounds. He drove on autopilot, his hands loose on the wheel, his eyes seeing but not registering the brilliant flashes of flamboyant trees, the distant purpling mountains. All he saw was the empty seat beside him, and the memory of a coffin being lowered into the earth two days ago, an event he’d watched through the numb, high-definition filter of a video call. A digital ghost at a real funeral.

He shouldn’t be here.

The thought was a spike through his temple. He was here, on this claustrophobic road, because he had to be. Because his mother’s voice on the phone, shattered into a million glassy pieces, had left no room for argument. Because his father, a man of few words and stoic strength, had simply said, “Come home, son,” and the break in his voice was a fault line in Arun’s world.

Because Ravi was gone, and the last words they’d exchanged were arrows Arun had fired, now permanently lodged in his own throat.

The sugarcane finally fell away, and the village announced itself not with a sign, but with a shift in the light. The harsh openness of the fields softened. Small, brightly painted houses with corrugated iron roofs began to appear, nestled among breadfruit and mango trees. Washing lines strung with colourful garments became flags of mundane life. A child’s bicycle lay on its side in a front yard. Normalcy. It felt like an accusation.

Arun’s knuckles tightened on the wheel. He knew what was coming next. The road curved gently, following the ancient, invisible contour of the land. And there, on the left, the vista opened.

He kept his eyes rigidly forward, focusing on a brown dog sleeping in the middle of the road ahead. He didn’t look. He wouldn’t. But it didn’t matter. You didn’t need to look at Solitude Lake to feel it.

It was a cold spot. Not a temperature, but a sensation, a void in the periphery of his vision that sucked in light and sound. The lush, chattering warmth of the village ended abruptly at its shores. In his mind’s eye, he saw it perfectly: the water, a sheet of obsidian glass set into the earth, perfectly circular, unnaturally still. Surrounded by a brittle fringe of tall, grey-barked filao trees that always seemed to be leaning away from the water, as if in a permanent state of recoil. No birds nested there. No frogs sang from its reeds. In their childhood, it had been a place of dares, of shouted echoes that returned distorted and faint. In adolescence, it became a place to skip stones and share stolen cigarettes, the silence feeling adventurous, not oppressive.

Now, it was just a grave.

He accelerated past the turn-off, a narrow dirt track barely visible between the trees. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his sternum. A stupid, superstitious reaction. It was just water. Just a lonely, deep pool in the middle of nowhere.

But his mother’s words, spoken in that shattered-glass voice, slithered back into his mind: “They found his car, Arun. On the lake road. Just... parked there, by the edge.”

He’d pictured it instantly. Ravi’s beat-up blue Suzuki, the one they’d both learned to drive in, parked at that lonely vantage point. Empty. The driver’s door open. No note. No sign of struggle. Just Ravi, gone. A week later, fishermen found his body, miles down the coast. The sea, the coroner said. Not the lake. The lake had just been... the starting point.

The dog lazily sauntered out of his way. Arun turned onto the familiar, potholed lane that led to the house where he’d grown up. The two-storey whitewashed house with the deep, shaded veranda looked smaller, diminished. The bougainvillaea that cascaded over the porch in a violent riot of magenta seemed too bright, too cheerful. The house was holding its breath.

He killed the engine. The sudden silence was a roar. The air here was thick, saturated with the scent of frangipani and damp earth, and underneath it, the distinct, sweet-rot smell of ripe mangoes fallen and forgotten in the grass. It was the smell of his childhood, now turned cloying and suffocating.

He sat for a long moment, staring at the green front door. The debt of his absence, the years spent building a life an ocean away in London—a life of sleek glass, muted conversations, and curated loneliness—crashed down on him. He owed them his presence now. He owed Ravi... he didn’t know what. An apology that could never land. A retraction of words that were now carved in stone.

With a leaden movement, he shouldered open the car door and stepped out. The heat wrapped around him like a wet blanket. He’d forgotten the weight of tropical air, how it pressed into your lungs.

The front door opened before he reached it.

His mother, Shanti, stood framed in the doorway. She looked like a photograph that had been left in the sun too long, her colours faded, her edges blurred. The vibrant, formidable woman who could command a room with her laughter was gone. In her place was a slender, hollowed-out version, clad in a simple white kurta. Her eyes, usually so expressive, were dry and wide, fixed on him with a terrible, searching intensity.

“Maman,” he said, the old childhood endearment escaping before he could stop it.

She didn’t speak. She took two quick steps forward and wrapped her arms around him. She felt brittle, a collection of bird bones held together by willpower. She buried her face in his shoulder, but she didn’t cry. Her entire body was rigid, vibrating with the effort of containing a scream. He held her, his own eyes burning, his throat sealed shut. Over her shoulder, he saw his father, Mohan, appear in the dim hall behind her. His father, who had always seemed carved from teak, now looked weathered, splintering. He gave a single, slow nod to Arun, his mouth a grim, tight line. The nod said, You are here. That is something.

Finally, his mother pulled back, her hands gripping his arms. She looked up at him, her gaze darting across his face as if mapping the changes the years had wrought, searching for the boy he’d been. “You’re tired,” she said, her voice a rasp. “Come inside. I made tea.”

The house was a museum of his past, and every object was a landmine. The framed school photos on the wall—Ravi, gaptoothed and mischievous at seven; Arun, serious at ten. The dusty cricket trophy they’d won together. The faint indentation on the living room sofa where Ravi always sprawled. The silence here was different from the lake’s. This was a silence of absence, a roaring void where a loud, chaotic, loving presence had been ripped away.

They sat in the sitting room, the overhead fan stirring the heavy air into a sluggish current. The tea, sweet and milky, tasted of ashes.

“The funeral...” Arun began, then stopped. What was there to say? I watched it on a screen? The pixelated priest looked small?

“It was... done,” his father said, the words final. A necessary, painful duty, completed. “People were kind. The whole village came.”

“The whole village gossiped, you mean,” his mother corrected softly, without malice. It was a statement of fact. In a place like Triolet, tragedy was a communal property.

Arun set his cup down. The porcelain clinked loudly in the quiet. He had to ask. He had been carrying the question since the call, a shard of ice in his gut. “Maman, on the phone... you said they found his car by the lake.”

A flicker of something—fear?—passed over her face. She looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “Yes.”

“Why was he there?” Arun pressed, his voice harder than he intended. “It was a Tuesday night. He didn’t... he didn’t go there anymore.” Not since we were kids, he didn’t add. Not since it became our place to get away from you two, to smoke and talk and dream of leaving.

His father exchanged a glance with his mother, a silent communication forged in forty years of marriage and recent, shared devastation. “We don’t know, beta,” Mohan said, his voice gravelly. “The police, they had no answers. No sign of... of anything. His phone was gone. His wallet was in the car.”

“They called it an accident,” Shanti whispered. “They said he must have gone for a walk, fallen, hit his head, been swept out to sea.” She looked up, and her eyes held a desperate, haunted light. “But the car door was open. The keys were in the ignition. Ravi never left keys in the ignition. He was... he was careful with that car. It was all he had.”

The unspoken words hung in the air: It doesn’t make sense.

“And the lake?” Arun heard himself ask. “Did anyone see anything? Hear anything?”

His mother flinched as if he’d shouted. She looked suddenly toward the window, as if the filao trees themselves might be listening. “No,” she said, too quickly. “Nothing. It was quiet.”

But her hesitation was a splash of cold water. Arun knew that look. It was the look she’d get when, as children, they’d ask about the loup-garou or the sorcière in the old stories—a veneer of dismissal over a deep, ingrained wariness.

“Maman?”

“It’s nothing,” she insisted, turning back to him, forcing a frail semblance of calm. “Just... old village talk. Nonsense. People have always been foolish about that place.” She reached out and patted his hand. Her skin was cool, papery. “Don’t trouble yourself with it. You are here. That is what matters now.”

But it was trouble. It was a knot, and she had just handed him the first thread.

The afternoon bled away into a long, painful evening. They ate a meal Shanti had prepared without seeming to taste it. They spoke in stilted phrases about Arun’s flight, about the unseasonable heat, about the mango yield this year—safe, hollow topics that orbited the gigantic absence in the centre of the room. Ravi’s name was a phantom limb they all kept bumping into.

Arun retreated to his old room early, pleading jet lag. The room was a time capsule: football posters faded on the walls, a dusty shelf of textbooks, the narrow bed with its familiar creak. It smelled of mildew and nostalgia. He unpacked nothing, just sat on the edge of the bed, head in his hands.

The argument played on a loop behind his eyes. Their last video call, three weeks ago.

Ravi, his face glowing with sweat and excitement, the familiar blue wall of their parents’ garage behind him. “I’m telling you, Arun, this is it. This guy from Port Louis, he’s got the backing. The shop is perfect. We can fix it up, sell the bike parts, do repairs. It’s a goldmine!”

Arun, sitting in his sterile London flat, exhausted after a long day of debugging financial code, his patience a frayed wire. “A goldmine? In Triolet? Ravi, be serious. You’ve had a dozen ‘goldmines.’ The plant nursery, the fishing charter, the bloody coconut oil scheme. When will you grow up? Get a real job, something stable.”

The light dying in Ravi’s eyes, replaced by a familiar, defensive anger. “A real job? Like yours? Sitting in a box, making numbers dance for rich people? That’s not living, brother. That’s waiting to die.”

“At least I’m not leeching off Maman and Papa at twenty-eight! At least I’m building something!”

The words had hung there, toxic and irreversible. Ravi’s face had shut down, the mask of cool indifference he always wore when truly hurt. “Fine. Build your ghost life. I’ll build something real. You’ll see.”

“If you drive off that road chasing another dream, don’t call me to bail you out,” Arun had snapped, the ultimate dismissal. “In fact, if you drive off that road, don’t call me at all.”

He’d ended the call. The last image he had of his brother was Ravi’s stunned, furious face, pixelating into nothingness.

Three weeks later, Ravi drove off the road.

Not a call for help. No call at all.

A soft knock at the door broke the cycle. It was his father. Mohan stood in the doorway, looking awkward, a man more comfortable with engines and soil than with emotional labyrinths.

“Can’t sleep?” Mohan asked.

“Not yet.”

His father stepped in, closing the door softly. He didn’t sit, just stood by the dresser, tracing the grain of the wood with a calloused finger. “Your mother... she is not telling you everything. About the lake.”

Arun’s head snapped up.

“The police, they found nothing, it’s true,” Mohan continued, his voice low. “But old Mr. L’Espoir, the one who lives in the shack near the north cane field... he says he heard a car that night. Late. He says it stopped by the lake for a long time. Engine off. Then... he says he heard a shout.”

“A shout? Ravi’s?”

Mohan shook his head, his face grim. “He says it didn’t sound human. Not a scream of fear. More like... a call. A single word, echoed. Then nothing. Just the quiet. He thought it was kids, or his own ears, old and foolish. He went back to sleep. He only came forward after... after they found the car.”

Arun’s blood was pounding in his ears. “What word? What did he say it sounded like?”

His father met his gaze, his dark eyes weary and full of a dread that was older than this specific tragedy. “He couldn’t be sure. He said it might have been ‘Come.’ Or ‘Home.’” Mohan sighed, a heavy, defeated sound. “It is probably nothing. The old man drinks too much rhum arrangé. But your mother... she hears these stories. The village is full of them, especially now. They frighten her. They frighten me, a little, in a way that broken axles and bad monsoons do not.”

“What stories, Papa?”

But Mohan just shook his head again, a man reaching the limit of his ability to navigate the unseen. “Stories for another time. You should rest. Tomorrow... tomorrow will be long.” He moved to the door, then paused. “I am glad you are here, Arun. He would be, too.”

After he left, the room felt colder. Arun lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling fan as it carved slow circles in the gloom. Come. Home.

He thought of the lake’ perfect, motionless surface. A mirror that gave back no reflection of the sky. A cold spot on the land. A place that remembered dares, and laughter, and secrets.

And now, it remembered his brother’s last stop.

The weight on his chest intensified, a physical anchor of guilt and dawning, formless dread. The village silence outside his window was no longer just the absence of sound. It was a listening silence. A holding-its-breath silence.

And beneath it, under the miles of rock and the cool, dark soil, he could almost feel it. Not water. Something else. Patient. Waiting. Its ledger open, a new entry still fresh on the page.

The debt had been called. And Arun, though he didn’t know it yet, had just stepped into the collection zone.
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Chapter 2: Whispers
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The heat of the funeral day was not the gentle warmth of remembrance; it was an anvil. It pressed down on Triolet with a physical, suffocating force, flattening the usual symphony of village life into a low, distressed hum. The air in the small, whitewashed St. Jean Baptiste church was thick with the smell of wilting frangipani, damp linen, and the cloying sweetness of too many candles. Light streamed through the high, narrow windows in solid, dusty beams, illuminating floating motes that looked like ash.

Arun stood between his parents, a pillar of stiff, foreign fabric in his dark London suit. He was an island in a sea of subdued colour—the women in simple dresses, the men in open-necked shirts, their faces familiar yet aged into strangers. The priest’s voice, a sonorous drone in Kreol, washed over him, individual words sometimes snagging: “bon-die... lamour... léternité...” God. Love. Eternity. They were concepts too vast, too abstract to penetrate the concrete block of grief lodged in his chest.

His gaze was fixed on the simple wooden casket at the foot of the altar. It was closed. That detail was a small, sharp agony. The Ravi he carried in his mind was all motion—a flash of white teeth in a tanned face, a head thrown back in laughter, long limbs always in motion, kicking a football, tinkering under a car hood, gesturing wildly as he spun a grand plan. This box contained stillness. It contained the thing the sea had returned. Arun’s mind, treacherous and precise, supplied the clinical details from the coroner’s report his father had quietly shared: blunt force trauma to the occipital region, probable fall, subsequent drowning. It translated the polished wood into broken bone and waterlogged lungs.

A wave of nausea, hot and sour, rose in his throat. He swallowed it down, the effort making his eyes water. He was grateful for the sunglasses he wore despite the dimness of the church. Behind the dark lenses, he could disappear.

The guilt was not a wave; it was the ocean itself, and he was drowning on dry land. The argument played not as a memory, but as a visceral, surround-sound experience trapped in his skull.

Ravi’s pixelated face, glowing with entrepreneurial fire. “It’s a goldmine!”
His own voice, dripping with metropolitan contempt. “When will you grow up?”
The shattered look in Ravi’s eyes, quickly masked by anger. “That’s not living, brother. That’s waiting to die.”
The final, cowardly missile: “If you drive off that road, don’t call me at all.”
Over and over. The click of the call disconnecting echoed now like a gunshot in the quiet church. Each cycle tightened the knot in his stomach. He had wished him silence. He had wished him gone. And the universe, or the lake, or whatever cruel mechanic governed this place, had delivered with horrific literalism.

A hand touched his elbow. His mother, her face a pale moon under her black lace veil, offered a fragile smile. He realized the congregation was rising. The service was over. It had been a blur of incense and prayer, a ritual he’d moved through like an automaton.

The procession to the cemetery was a slow, painful march under the hammer of the sun. Arun walked behind the casket, his father’s steady, heavy breathing beside him a counterpoint to his own shallow, frantic breaths. The path was lined with villagers, their faces etched with a sympathy that felt overwhelming. He saw his primary school teacher, Mme. Laval, dabbing her eyes. He saw the old fisherman, Henri, who’d taught them both to tie knots, his grizzled face stoic. He saw clusters of Ravi’s friends—boys they’d grown up with, now men with softened bodies and wary eyes—looking lost and uncomfortable in their formal clothes.

Their murmured condolences as he passed were well-intentioned ghosts of sound.

“Tout nou lé là pou zot, Arun.” We are all here for you.
“Li ti ene bon garson.” He was a good boy.
“Bon Dié pé pran so lape.” May God take him in peace.
He nodded, muttered thanks, kept walking. The words evaporated before they reached him, meaningless against the reality of the box ahead.

But then, beneath the formal layer of mourning, another sound began to coalesce. It was the sound of the village breathing, talking amongst itself in the spaces between the official ritual. As they neared the cemetery gates, the crowd’s whispers grew denser, less filtered.

He caught fragments, spoken behind hands, under the shade of wide-brimmed hats.

“...encore un accident lac...” Again an accident at the lake...
“...toujour mem zaffaire...” Always the same thing...
A low, fearful murmur from an old man to his wife: “Solitude pé ramass so dèt.” Solitude is collecting its debt.
Arun’s head throbbed. He tried to focus on the rough-hewn stone of the cemetery wall, the vibrant green of the banana trees beyond. But the whispers were hooks, pulling at his attention.

At the graveside, the final prayers were a trial. The hole in the earth was a raw, red wound in the manicured green. As the casket was lowered, his mother finally broke. A raw, animal sob tore from her, a sound so pure in its agony that it seemed to still the very air. His father pulled her close, his own face crumbling, and Arun felt the last of his own detachment shatter. He looked away, his gaze sweeping desperately across the sea of faces to escape the sight of his parents’ disintegration.

That’s when he saw her.

At the very back of the crowd, leaning on a gnarled cane beneath a twisted filao tree, stood an ancient woman. She was a sculpture of wrinkles and time, draped in a faded floral dress that might have been bright decades ago. Her head was uncovered, a shock of thin, white hair like dandelion fluff around her skull. She was not looking at the grave. She was looking directly at him.

Her eyes, from this distance, seemed milky with cataracts, but her focus was unnervingly precise. Her lips were moving, not in prayer, but as if repeating a silent incantation meant for him alone. Arun felt a cold trickle down his spine, separate from the sweat soaking his shirt. He knew her, or knew of her. Granmèr Sabine. The village’s oldest soul, a woman who was said to remember when the lake had no name, when it was just a “deep, quiet place” the first settlers wisely avoided.

As the priest scattered the first handful of earth onto the casket—a sound like falling bones—the old woman’s mouth stopped moving. She gave one slow, deliberate nod in Arun’s direction. Then she turned and melted back into the dappled shadows beyond the cemetery wall, as insubstantial as a ghost.

The rest of the ceremony was noise. The final hymns, the shuffling departure, the slow walk back to the family house where the wake was to be held—it all passed in a haze. The image of Granmèr Sabine’s knowing, milky stare was superimposed over everything.

The house had been transformed. The quiet museum of grief was now filled with people, movement, the clatter of dishes. Tables groaned under the weight of village offerings: curries steaming in huge pots, rice pilafs, fried gâteaux piments, baskets of fruit. It was a tradition, a ritual of sustenance in the face of loss. The air was a cacophony of low conversation, the clink of glasses, and the occasional burst of strained laughter as someone tried to lighten the mood.

Arun stood just inside the veranda, a stranger in his own home. He accepted a plate of food he knew he couldn’t eat. He shook more hands, endured more embraces. The whispers from the cemetery had followed the crowd home. They were here too, simmering just below the surface of the polite condolences.

He drifted from group to group, a ghost listening to the living.

Near the drinks table, two middle-aged men, cousins of his father, spoke in hushed tones.
“...remember the Durand boy? Nineteen seventy-eight. Found his bicycle by the shore. Never found the body.”
“And the Landry woman, the schoolteacher? Nineteen ninety-two. Left her glasses on a rock. Dry as a bone.”
A heavy pause. Then, the first man, sipping his rum, muttered, “Lac pas gardé cadavre. Li gardé souvenir.” The lake doesn’t keep corpses. It keeps memories.
By the kitchen door, a cluster of women shelling peas.
“...my grand-mère said you never take something important to the shore. A locket, a photograph... it sees it as an offering.”
“Shhh, not here...”
“It’s true! And it gives something back. Something dry. To remind you what it took.”
In the corner, Ravi’s friends, now drinking beer, their voices slightly slurred.
“He loved that place, man. Even when we were kids.”
“Yeah, but lately... he was weird about it. Went there alone. Said the quiet helped him think.”
“What was he thinking about that night?”
Each snippet was a puzzle piece, warped and dark. Another accident by the lake. The phrase was a grim refrain, tying his brother’s death to a history of vanishings. It wasn’t just tragedy; it was a pattern. A pathology of the landscape.

The pressure in Arun’s head built, a vise tightening behind his eyes. The smell of food, the press of bodies, the ceaseless murmur of half-heard horrors became unbearable. He needed air that wasn’t shared with fifty other people.

He slipped out the side door, into the narrow alley between his house and the neighbour’s fence. The relative silence was a relief, broken only by the distant clatter from the house. He leaned against the cool concrete wall, tilting his head back, sucking in deep breaths. The sky above the alley was a narrow strip of bleached blue.

“You look like you’ve seen the tonton macoute, child.”

The voice, dry as dead leaves, came from the mouth of the alley. Arun started.

Granmèr Sabine stood there, as if she had simply coalesced from the shadows. She moved with a surprising, silent grace, her cane barely tapping the ground. Up close, she was even more ancient, her skin a map of a long, hard life. But those milky eyes held a sharp, unsettling intelligence.

“Granmèr,” Arun said, straightening up, instinctively respectful.

“You are the older one,” she stated, not asking. “The one who went away. The one who argued.”

A fresh chill washed over him. How could she know about the argument? Village telepathy? Or something else?

“You were watching me at the cemetery,” he said, his voice rough.

“I was waiting,” she corrected. She took a step closer. She smelled of dried herbs, camphor, and old, sun-baked earth. “Waiting to see if you felt it yet.”

“Felt what?”

“The weight.” Her gaze seemed to look through his sunglasses, into the turmoil behind his eyes. “The lake, it doesn’t just take a life. It takes a... presence. A space in the world. It leaves a different kind of silence. You carry a piece of it with you now. I can see it around you. Like a cold mist.”

Arun’s rational mind rebelled. Grief, guilt, stress—they were conjuring this. “It was an accident. A tragic accident.”

A slow, mirthless smile touched her lips, revealing a few lone, amber teeth. “Accident. A word for things you cannot explain and do not wish to understand.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper that seemed to vibrate in the very air between them. “Listen to me, boy. Your brother is gone. That pain is yours to carry. But do not let your guilt blind you to what is real. The lake has rules.”

“What rules?” The question was out before he could stop it, drawn from him by her
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