
The Silence Beneath the Lake

Some truths don’t stay buried. Some loves refuse to drown.
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​​​Chapter 1.The Waterline
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Mara

The road thinned to a ribbon of cracked asphalt as it wound down into the valley, the tires humming a low, nervous note beneath me. I drove with the windows open, letting the dry Welsh air fill the car, dust and peat and something mineral that tasted like old rain. Ahead, the lake lay pulled back from itself, its shoreline exposed in pale, chalky arcs that hadn’t seen daylight in decades. I slowed, then stopped, the engine ticking as it cooled, as if it too needed a moment to understand what it was looking at.

This is where she vanished.

The words rose without sound, settling behind my ribs. I stepped out and the quiet met me—thick, intentional, the kind that presses on your ears until you realize it’s listening back. Where water should have been, there were streets. Stone lanes stitched with weeds. Rooflines peeking like cautious animals from the mud. The village was not a ruin so much as a breath held too long.

I walked toward it, boots sinking slightly, the earth soft and scarred with footprints from earlier visitors. Drought did this, the papers said. A historic one. A miracle for photographers, a curiosity for tourists. For me, it was a reopening. The lake had swallowed the village years before my sister Nia disappeared. The story had always been simple: she slipped, she drowned, the water took her. Simple stories are the ones that survive.

I lifted my camera and framed the first shot—an old stone wall, lichen-veined, the doorway still intact. The click echoed more than it should have. I lowered the camera and pressed my lips together, steadying my breathing. Ground yourself, I told myself. Notice the weight of the lens, the smell of silt, the way the light lay thin and slanted across the stones. Be here.

I crossed what used to be the square. A rusted signpost leaned, its arm pointing nowhere. A child’s marble glinted in the mud, impossibly bright. I crouched and touched it, then stopped, my hand hovering. The rule was always the same: don’t disturb. I stood again, swallowing the ache that rose sharp and quick.

This is where she vanished.

The village answered with nothing.

A voice cut across the quiet. “You’ll want to stay back from there.”

I turned. A man stood at the edge of the marked boundary—red tape strung between metal stakes, a polite fence that suggested danger without shouting it. He wore a dark jacket, the hood down, hair ruffled by the breeze. His posture was easy but not casual, like someone used to being listened to without needing to raise his voice.

“I’m careful,” I said, lifting the camera a fraction, as if it were a credential.

He shook his head once, not unkindly. “The ground isn’t stable. Neither are memories.”

The words landed with an unexpected weight. I felt irritation spark, hot and brief. “Are you with the council?” I asked.

“Caretaker,” he said. “Of the site. I keep people from wandering where they shouldn’t.”

“I’m not wandering.” I gestured toward the village. “I’m documenting.”

“Document from here.” He nodded to the boundary. “Past that, it’s unpredictable.”

Unpredictable. Like grief, like the way a name could knock the breath from you years later. “I won’t be long,” I said, already stepping closer to the tape.

He didn’t move to stop me. Instead, he met my eyes, steady. “I won’t stop you from remembering,” he said. “Just from falling.”

Something in his tone—concern without condescension—caught me off guard. I hesitated, then let my foot settle back where it was. “And if I need to be there?” I asked. “If being careful isn’t enough?”

“Then we find a way,” he said simply. “Together.”

We stood there, the quiet knitting itself around us. Up close, his eyes were a clear, unshowy blue, the kind that didn’t flinch. He seemed... anchored. As if he belonged to the place without owning it.

“Mara,” I said, offering my name like a truce.

“Rowan,” he replied. “Hale.”

I nodded. “Rowan Hale. Caretaker.”

“And you,” he said, glancing at my camera, then back to me. “You’re not here for the novelty.”

“No,” I said. The truth pressed at my throat. “My sister disappeared here.”

He didn’t ask when. Or how. He just inclined his head. “I’m sorry.”

The simplicity of it loosened something in me. “I need a few shots closer in,” I said. “Of the chapel. The walls.”

Rowan considered the sky, the slope of the ground, the way the mud darkened near the old foundations. “I can escort you,” he said. “There’s a path that holds better. We’ll keep it brief.”

We moved together, careful, his steps measured, mine following. He pointed out places to avoid, the earth’s betrayals written in subtle shifts and darker seams. I watched his hands as he marked the way—capable, unhurried.

The chapel stood with a dignity that surprised me. Its wall rose from the mud, stones fitted tight, a narrow window still holding a shard of glass. I lifted the camera and framed the carvings near the base, lines etched deeper than weather alone could explain.

“Those are recent,” Rowan said quietly, reading my focus.

My pulse quickened. I knelt, fingers brushing the grooves. Symbols, initials, something half-scraped away. “They weren’t here before,” I said, more to myself than to him.

“People leave marks,” he said. “To say they were.”

I shifted, and my knee bumped the wall. Something metallic rang softly. I froze. “Did you hear that?”

Rowan crouched beside me. “Careful.”

I reached into the narrow gap where stone met earth and felt cold metal beneath my fingers. I drew it out slowly, the mud releasing its grip with a wet sigh.

A locket lay in my palm. Oval, silver dulled but intact. My breath stuttered. I knew its weight, the tiny scratch near the hinge, the way the clasp was stiff. I had teased her about it once, told her to get a new one. She had smiled and said this one had stories left.

“This was hers,” I said. The words trembled.

Rowan didn’t touch it. He leaned back slightly, giving me space. “Are you sure?”

I opened it. Inside, the photographs were faded but unmistakable—Nia’s grin, my own younger face beside her. Proof. Not a rumor, not a conclusion drawn in absence. Proof that she had been here after the water rose, after the story ended.

Shock washed through me, cold and clarifying. Then resolve, sharp as a blade drawn clean. “She didn’t drown,” I said. “Not like they said.”

Rowan exhaled slowly. “Then we take this seriously,” he said. “And carefully.”

I closed the locket and held it to my chest. The village seemed to lean in, listening. The waterline lay bare, and beneath it, the truth waited.
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Chapter2.The Caretaker’s Rules
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Rowan

The first rule of the lake is simple: don’t let people forget that water gives and takes without asking permission.

I learned that early, long before the drought pulled the village back into the light. Long before red tape and warning signs and laminated permits. Back when my father still walked the shoreline every morning, keys heavy in his pocket, eyes scanning for things that didn’t belong.

I do the same now.

I watched Mara from the ridge as she moved away from the chapel wall, her steps slower than before, as if the ground itself had changed its mind beneath her. She held something close to her chest. Not the camera. Not a notebook. Something smaller. Heavier.

She’s not here for the photos.

The thought landed fully formed, unwelcome and undeniable. I’d seen photographers before—how they hunted angles, how disappointment flickered when the light didn’t cooperate. Mara hadn’t looked disappointed once. She’d looked... braced. Like someone stepping into cold water on purpose.

I waited until she reached the marked path before joining her. “We should head back,” I said. “The wind’s shifting.”

She nodded, eyes distant, and didn’t argue. That told me more than any confession could have.

Back at the temporary office—a converted trailer with a kettle that screamed louder than it boiled—I poured tea into mismatched mugs. Routine mattered. It kept the edges from fraying.

Mara wrapped both hands around the cup but didn’t drink. Her gaze tracked the far wall where old maps were pinned, the lake outlined in blue pencil, the village beneath traced in careful red. My father’s handwriting.

“You knew my sister,” she said.

It wasn’t a question.

“I knew of her,” I said, choosing each word. “People came and went. Some stayed longer than they meant to.”

“She was here after the flooding,” Mara said. “I found her locket.”

Unease tightened my chest. Not panic. Not yet. Something older. “That shouldn’t be possible.”

“Yet it is.”

I met her eyes. There was grief there, yes, but sharpened now, focused. Purposeful. “You’re not here to stir ghosts,” I said quietly. “You’re here to prove something.”

She didn’t deny it. “I won’t leave it buried again.”

When she left—promising to return in the morning—I locked the trailer and walked the perimeter twice, the way my father had taught me. The lake lay still, moonlight stretched thin across its surface. Beneath it, the village waited, patient as stone.

Silence had been my inheritance. It was easier than explanation. Easier than choosing sides.

But watching Mara kneel in the mud, hands shaking around a piece of her sister’s life, had cracked something open.

If I stop her, I become them.

The thought followed me home, into the cottage that smelled faintly of old books and damp wool. My father’s boots still sat by the door, though he’d been gone a year now. Habit again. Or grief. Sometimes the line blurred.

I checked the drawer where the keys should have been—the iron ring with its uneven weight, each tooth cut for a different lock around the site. The drawer was empty.

My pulse jumped. I checked again, slower this time, as if patience might conjure metal from wood. Nothing.

Fear slid in, cold and precise.

Someone remembers that night.

I locked every door and sat at the table until dawn thinned the dark. When Mara arrived, I met her at the boundary.

“I’ll walk with you,” I said. “That’s all I can give.”

Tentative trust flickered between us, fragile and real. And somewhere beneath the lake, the past shifted, awake.
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Chapter3. Dust in the Chapel
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Mara

The chapel looks smaller in daylight, as if the sun has exposed its fragility along with its bones. What once might have felt sacred now feels careful, provisional—stones holding their breath, dust lifting at the slightest disturbance. Rowan waits while I step inside the broken threshold, his presence steady behind me without crowding the space. He has a way of doing that. Standing close enough to be useful, far enough to let me think.

The air inside is cool and smells faintly of limestone and old moss. I move slowly, boots testing the ground, camera hanging unused at my side. This isn’t about images today. It’s about noticing what doesn’t belong.

The altar is half collapsed, its edge softened by years underwater. But there are footprints in the dust—new ones. Narrow, purposeful. Not tourists. Not careless.

“Someone’s been here after the water left,” I say, more to the room than to Rowan.

He crouches near the wall, examining the floor. “You’re right,” he says. “These aren’t from last week either. The dust has settled around them.”

Suspicion coils tight in my chest. I move along the wall where I found the locket yesterday, fingers hovering just above the stone. There’s chalk residue in the grooves of the markings, pale against gray. Too clean to be accidental. Too deliberate to be old.

Rowan passes me a small brush without a word. I take it, surprised by the simple intimacy of the gesture. We work in silence, brushing dust away, revealing lines and symbols inch by careful inch. The quiet between us doesn’t press or demand. It allows.

“You don’t rush me,” I say softly, realizing it as I speak.

He smiles, just a little. “There’s no sense hurrying the truth.”

The warmth that spreads through me is unexpected and welcome. I’ve spent years defending my grief from people who wanted neat endings, quick conclusions. With Rowan, there’s no impatience. Just presence.

As the markings emerge, a pattern forms—angles and curves that repeat, intersect. I step back, tilting my head. The chapel floor plan overlays the lines in my mind, then the village streets I memorized as a child during summer visits with Nia.

“This is a map,” I say. “It’s marking paths. Places.”

Rowan straightens, eyes sharp now. “Leading where?”

I trace the lines with my finger, stopping at a symbol near what used to be the lake’s deepest point. My pulse quickens. “Somewhere she wanted remembered.”

A sound breaks the stillness—a shift of gravel outside, too measured to be wind. Rowan’s gaze flicks to the doorway, his body subtly angling between me and the opening.

“We’re not alone,” he says quietly.

The sense of being observed prickles along my spine. I grip the brush, heart pounding, and for the first time since I arrived, fear sharpens my resolve instead of dulling it. Whatever the lake tried to bury is stirring now. And someone out there doesn’t want it uncovered.

Rowan meets my eyes, silent question and promise all at once. I nod.

We don’t leave the chapel right away. We listen. We wait. And in that shared stillness, something fragile and fierce takes root—trust, born not of certainty, but of choosing to stand together anyway.
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Chapter4.  Green Flag, Red Line
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Rowan

Pryce waits for me where the path narrows, the way men do when they want a conversation to feel unavoidable. He leans against the council truck with his arms folded, jacket zipped to the throat despite the mild air, eyes fixed on the chapel ruins as if staring hard enough might push them back under water.

“You’re letting her go too far,” he says when I reach him.

I don’t stop walking right away. I count three steps past him, then turn. It keeps my voice steady. “She has permission.”

“From you,” Pryce says. “That’s not the same thing.”

He’s been here as long as I have—longer, if you count his father’s time on the council. Pryce speaks for the town in the way men like him always do: confidently, without asking who appointed them.

“Some truths drown towns,” he adds, lowering his voice. “You know that.”

Anger rises, hot and familiar, but I hold it back. Anger is what he expects. “What drowns towns,” I say, “is pretending water doesn’t rise.”

His jaw tightens. “That woman is digging where she shouldn’t.”

“She’s looking for her sister.”

“And she’ll find more than that.” Pryce’s gaze sharpens. “There were decisions made. To keep the peace.”

I step closer, enough that he has to lift his chin to keep eye contact. “Peace enforced isn’t peace,” I say. “It’s silence.”

He scoffs. “You sound like you’ve forgotten your role.”

I think of my father’s keys missing from the drawer. The weight of them, gone. “I haven’t,” I say. “I’ve remembered it.”

Pryce straightens, irritation flashing. “Keep her contained,” he says. “Or the council will.”

That’s the red line. The one you don’t cross unless you mean it.

“You don’t get to decide what she knows,” I say, clear and even. “And you don’t get to threaten her through me.”

For a moment, Pryce looks genuinely surprised. Then his mouth curves into something thin. “Be careful,” he says. “You’re not the only one with something to lose.”

I leave him there, the truck idling behind him like a held breath.

The cottage feels smaller when I return, walls pressing close with memories. I go straight to the study, the room I’ve avoided since my father died. Dust lies thick on the shelves. I pull open the bottom cabinet, the one that always stuck, and drag the box into the light.

Logbooks. Dates. Coordinates. Maintenance notes written in the careful script I know too well.

I flip pages until the air leaves my lungs.

Closure enforced.

The phrase is underlined, once. Dated the night Nia Ellis disappeared.

My hands shake. I sink into the chair, the wood hard beneath me, and read until the words blur. My father didn’t write names. He never did. But the entries are clear enough. Patrols diverted. Access restricted. Reports filed early. Silence chosen.

Devastation
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