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The year was 1990, and the town of Emberton was defined by its heat. It was the kind of heat that made the asphalt soft and brittle at the same time, giving off waves of visible distortion that shimmered over the dusty, desolate neighbourhood. Everything was sun-bleached: the clapboard houses, the dry lawns, even the hopeful blue of the infinite sky seemed diluted.

In one such modest home lived the Tiller family. Nine-year-old Elara Tiller was the bright, fragile centerpiece of their world. She was the picture of innocent childhood, a girl whose blonde hair was always tied with a perfect ribbon, and whose favourite pink dress seemed to perpetually smell of bubble gum and laundry detergent. She was a gentle, adorable creature, currently focused on entertaining her giggling, tow-headed little brother, Finn, who was four.

Life was changing for Elara. Her mother, June, moved with a careful, slow gait, her belly round and prominent, a new sibling was expected to arrive with the cooling autumn air. The house felt warm and expectant, filled with the low hum of anticipation and the constant, reassuring presence of her father, Arthur, a tired but devoted man who worked at the town’s only sawmill.

The quiet, predictable rhythm of Emberton broke one oppressive August evening. The air, heavy with static electricity, suddenly fractured. The sky, which had been a flat, hazy blue all day, choked on itself, turning a bruised, violent shade of dark night. Then the storm hit. It wasn't just rain; it was a torrential, blinding deluge, the kind that promised flash flooding and made the power lines sing a desperate, high-pitched tune.
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