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To the ones who grew up learning that silence can feel like safety, and memory can feel like a threat.

And to every version of us that still listens for echoes in places no one else thinks to look.
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Rain drifted across the lake in cold silver sheets, softening the shoreline into shadow, fog, and broken reflections.

Laysi Carter stood near the edge of the abandoned dock, water soaking through her boots as wind tore through the trees surrounding Echo Falls.

The coordinates had led her here.

Of course they had.

The lake.

Because apparently nothing in this town knew how to be subtle.

Thunder rolled low across the mountains.

She looked down at the folded paper clenched inside her hand.

Numbers.

Simple.

Precise.

Hidden inside a necklace that should have burned six years ago.

Her mother’s necklace.

Her mother’s coordinates.

Her mother’s impossible warning still echoed somewhere beneath her ribs.

If it ever comes back to you, don’t stay in Echo Falls.

Too late for that.

The dock stretched into the dark water ahead of her, warped with age, half swallowed by fog.

Nobody came here anymore.

At least, that was what people in town claimed.

People in Echo Falls claimed a lot of things.

Most of them turned out to be lies with good manners.

Lightning flashed across the lake.

The shoreline illuminated for half a second.

Laysi froze.

Tracks.

Fresh tire marks cut through the mud near the road behind the dock.

Her stomach tightened.

Recent.

Very recent.

Rainwater had started filling them, but not enough.

Someone had been here.

Recently enough to matter.

The familiar pressure surfaced sharply behind her eyes.

Cold water.

Mud.

Urgency.

Gone.

Laysi exhaled slowly.

Not now.

She was tired.

Cold.

Running almost entirely on caffeine, bad decisions, and unresolved trauma.

The night did not need hallucinations added to the guest list.

Wind pushed harder against the dock.

She stepped forward carefully, flashlight beam sliding across wet wood, rusted bolts, abandoned rope.

The lake moved beneath her in dark rhythmic waves.

Wrong.

The thought arrived instantly.

Not dangerous wrong.

Familiar wrong.

The same feeling she got inside her childhood home.

Inside locked rooms.

Inside conversations where people smiled half a second too late.

The lake felt like memory.

Like something buried that had never agreed to stay buried.

Her grip tightened around the flashlight.

Halfway down the dock, the beam caught something beneath the warped planks.

Metal.

Blue fabric.

Partially buried near one of the support posts.

Laysi crouched immediately.

Rainwater dripped from her hair into her eyes.

The object sat wedged between mud, wood, and lake weeds.

Old bronze.

Blue ribbon.

Something cold slid through her chest.

The pressure behind her eyes sharpened violently.

Perfume.

Vanilla.

Rain against kitchen windows.

Her mother laughing softly somewhere behind her.

The sensation vanished so quickly frustration replaced it.

God.

She hated that.

Always fragments.

Never answers.

Laysi reached down carefully, fingers disappearing into freezing mud.

Cold metal met her skin.

Heavy.

Old.

She pulled it free.

A key.

Bronze darkened by water and time.

A faded blue ribbon threaded through the top.

Lightning split across the sky.

The key gleamed briefly beneath the flashlight.

Tiny engraved initials rested near the shaft.

M.C.

Her breathing stopped.

Mom.

Rain battered the dock harder.

The lake churned beneath her feet.

No.

No way.

The familiar pressure surged again.

Wet hands.

Blue ribbon twisting between nervous fingers.

A woman whispering too fast to understand.

Gone.

Pain flashed behind her temple.

Laysi stood abruptly, clutching the key tighter.

This was impossible.

Which, unfortunately, narrowed it down to roughly ninety percent of her current life.

A sound cut through the storm behind her.

Soft.

Sharp.

She turned instantly.

Headlights.

Dark shape near the tree line.

A truck sat partially hidden beyond the road.

Her pulse tightened.

That truck looked familiar.

Too familiar.

The driver’s door opened.

A tall figure stepped into the rain.

Broad shoulders.

Dark jacket.

Controlled posture.

Her stomach dropped.

No.

Absolutely not.

Lightning illuminated his face.

Rowan Hayes crossed toward the dock through rain and darkness with the same unreadable expression she remembered from six years ago.

Only colder now.

Sharper around the edges.

Like Echo Falls had carved away everything unnecessary and left behind something harder to survive.

Laysi straightened slowly.

“What are you doing here?”

Rowan stopped near the entrance to the dock, rain sliding from his jacket.

His gaze moved once across the lake.

Across the flashlight.

Across the key in her hand.

The smallest shift touched his expression.

Recognition.

Gone too fast for most people to notice.

Not too fast for her.

The pressure behind her eyes tightened instantly.

Wrong.

“Interesting question,” he said quietly. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

Laysi laughed once.

Humorless.

“Cute.”

“You came out here alone.”

“So did you.”

“At two in the morning.”

“In a storm.”

His jaw tightened slightly.

Not irritation.

Something closer to concern.

Controlled tightly enough to almost disappear.

Almost.

Thunder shook the mountains.

Rain hammered against the lake.

Laysi folded her fingers more tightly around the key.

Rowan’s eyes dropped briefly toward her hand.

Tiny pause.

Tiny reaction.

There.

Again.

Recognition.

Cold certainty settled slowly through her stomach.

He knew something.

She could feel it.

The way his breathing shifted almost imperceptibly.

The way tension locked through his shoulders.

The way his eyes stayed one fraction too calm.

Echo Perception never gave her certainty.

Only patterns.

Suspicion.

Fragments.

This felt like all three.

“What is it?” she asked.

His gaze lifted back to hers.

“What is what?”

“That look.”

“No idea what you mean.”

“Try harder.”

Wind slammed across the dock.

Wood creaked beneath her boots.

Rowan studied her for a long moment.

Rainwater tracked slowly along the edge of his jaw.

“You should get off this dock.”

Deflection.

Immediate.

Predictable.

Laysi’s grip tightened around the key.

“No.”

“Laysi.”

“No calm voice. No protective nonsense. Why do you look like you’ve seen this before?”

Silence.

Lightning flashed again.

The dock groaned sharply beneath her left foot.

The wood cracked.

Loud.

Violent.

Her stomach dropped.

The board disappeared beneath her.

Cold black water opened underneath.

The flashlight slipped from her hand.

And the lake swallowed her whole.
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Cold water crushed the air from her lungs.

The lake swallowed her fast.

Darkness.

Ice.

Impact.

Laysi kicked instinctively, panic exploding through her chest as freezing water closed over her head.

For one terrifying second, she lost direction completely.

Up.

Down.

Nothing made sense beneath the storm.

Her shoulder slammed against submerged wood.

Pain flashed through her arm.

The key slipped violently inside her grasp.

No.

Her fingers locked around the bronze metal hard enough to hurt.

Not losing it.

Not now.

A shape broke through the darkness beside her.

Strong hands caught her arm.

She twisted immediately, adrenaline firing through every nerve in her body.

A muffled curse surfaced through the water.

Then recognition hit.

Rowan.

He pulled her upward.

The surface shattered around them.

Air ripped back into her lungs.

Laysi coughed hard, rain slamming against her face as the lake tossed them sideways near the broken dock.

Everything hurt.

Cold wrapped around her skin like wire.

“Easy,” Rowan said sharply.

Easy.

Sure.

Excellent suggestion.

She could barely feel her hands.

Water dragged against her soaked clothes as Rowan pulled her toward the shoreline.

The remaining section of dock groaned violently behind them.

Wood cracked somewhere in the darkness.

The lake swallowed the sound.

By the time her boots found mud near shore, her entire body was shaking.

Cold.

Adrenaline.

Echo.

Hard to tell anymore.

Rowan steadied her once they reached solid ground.

His hand stayed locked around her elbow for half a second too long.

Warm despite the rain.

Solid.

Familiar enough to irritate her immediately.

Laysi pulled away first.

“I’m fine.”

The lie came automatically.

Rowan looked at her soaked clothes, trembling hands, and blood slowly mixing with rainwater along her shin.

“Clearly.”

She followed his gaze downward.

Great.

Perfect.

Apparently the lake had decided attempted drowning wasn’t ambitious enough.

The cut stretched across her lower leg where something beneath the dock had caught her on the way down.

She hadn’t even felt it.

Not until now.

The pressure tightened sharply behind her eyes.

Blood.

Wet wood.

A woman’s voice.

Keep her away from the water.

Gone.

Pain flashed through her temple.

Laysi inhaled slowly.

Not now.

Please not now.

“You hit your head?” Rowan asked.

She looked up sharply.

“No.”

“You disappeared for a second.”

Irritation sparked instantly.

“I fell through a collapsing dock.”

“That wasn’t what I meant.”

Of course it wasn’t.

Thunder rolled over the mountains.

Rain hammered against the truck parked near the road.

The storm had turned colder somehow.

Sharper.

The key remained clenched inside her hand.

Heavy.

Real.

Rowan noticed immediately.

His eyes dropped toward the bronze metal.

Tiny pause.

Tiny reaction.

Recognition.

Again.

There.

Cold certainty slid quietly through her stomach.

Enough.

“What is your problem with this thing?”

His gaze lifted back toward hers.

“What?”

“The key.”

Rainwater streamed down her face.

“You keep looking at it like it insulted your entire bloodline.”

“I’m looking at it because you nearly drowned
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