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For those who were told to leave quietly,
whose homes were taken,
whose names were moved from stone to paper,
and whose grief was expected to sink without a sound.
And for anyone who has ever heard something beneath the surface
and trusted it enough to listen.
Love.  Peace.  Release.
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“NOTHING OF HIM THAT doth fade,

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.”

— William Shakespeare, The Tempest, Act I, Scene II
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​The Steeple
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By seven in the morning the lake already smelled wrong.

Not dead exactly, though there was death in it, the soft silver stink of fish turned belly-up in the shallows and left too long under a sun that had stopped feeling like weather and started feeling like punishment. It was something larger than that. Mud opened to heat. Roots that had not seen air in seventy years breathed out of the exposed banks. Algae dried in green-black streaks along rocks where water had once slapped and shone. Old leaves, old silt, old things without names softened and soured together in the wide basin of Mercy Lake, and when the wind came across it from the east it carried the smell into the parking lot, over the closed boat ramp, through the orange plastic fencing, and into the open doors of every county truck lined up along the road.

The men had stopped joking about it three days ago.

At first, when the drawdown began, they had complained the way working men complained when there was nothing else to do with their discomfort. They complained about the heat, about the state inspectors, about being called in early, about the sheriff’s deputies acting like a muddy cove had turned overnight into a crime scene. They complained about the reporters from Asheville and the college kids with drones and the lakefront owners who stood behind the barricades with their arms folded, looking not at the county crews but past them, toward where their docks hung crooked over open dirt. But the farther the water fell, the less anyone had to say. The lake was not lowering anymore. It was withdrawing. It was pulling back from the town like something offended.

By the time the upper stones of Mercy Chapel appeared, even the loudest men had gone quiet.

Ray Hensley stood at the edge of the old ramp with one boot on concrete and one boot on mud, trying to decide which surface he trusted less. The concrete ended ten feet sooner than it should have. Beyond it, what had always been water had become a sloping plain of cracked clay, slick black silt, stranded weed, and shallow pools filmed with yellow pollen and gasoline sheen. A buoy bumped lazily against nothing a hundred yards out, its red flank streaked with mud, its warning bell giving a weak metal clank whenever the wind found it. Farther down the bank, three more hazard markers leaned at bad angles, the ropes that held them dragged into visible lines across the lakebed. They looked embarrassed to be seen.

Ray pulled his cap lower and wiped the back of his wrist under his nose. Diesel from the generator. Rot from the lake. Hot plastic from the barricades. Somebody’s burnt coffee coming from the cab of the survey truck. The smells stacked on top of each other until he could taste them.

“You coming or taking root?” Mason called from below.

Ray looked down the slope. Mason Pike had already made it twenty yards out, one gloved hand gripping the rail of the mud-track utility vehicle, his boots disappearing past the soles with every step. He was younger than Ray by fifteen years and still moved like the world owed him balance. Behind him, the little tracked vehicle sat at the edge of the mud with its engine ticking and its orange beacon turning slowly, throwing useless light into the hard morning sun. The county seal on the door was filmed with dust. A shovel, a coil of rope, two inspection poles, and a toolbox had been strapped into the bed. It looked like equipment for a job that had a name.

This one did not.

Ray stepped off the concrete and felt the lakebed take him.

The mud gave slowly, with an intimate kind of pull, as if it had been waiting to close around something warm. He shifted his weight and felt his left boot sink another inch. Under the first layer of slick silt was clay, dense and stubborn, and beneath that something grittier. Gravel maybe. Old roadbed. The maps said a road had run through here once, before the dam, before the lake, before all this open water had taught everyone to forget there had ever been a valley underneath it. Ray had seen the maps in the emergency briefing, spread across a folding table in the fire hall while people from the state used laser pointers and careful voices. He had looked at the thin black lines beneath the blue shape of the reservoir and felt, not for the first time that week, that maps were a kind of lie people agreed to believe because the alternative was too crowded.

“Watch that patch,” Mason said without turning. “It’ll eat your whole leg.”

“Appreciate the optimism.”

“Just saying. I ain’t filling out paperwork if you vanish.”

“You’ll fill out what they tell you to fill out.”

Mason laughed once, but it came out flat. The sound did not travel far. The exposed basin seemed to absorb noise. Even the radios crackling from the trucks sounded far away, though the road was only behind them. A deputy coughed near the barricade. Somewhere above the tree line, a helicopter thudded faintly and then faded west. Out across what remained of the lake, a patrol boat idled in a ribbon of deeper water, its motor growling low, as if embarrassed by the smallness of the channel left to it.

Mercy Chapel stood beyond the closed cove, though stood was too generous a word. At a distance, from the road, it had looked like a dark tooth breaking the water. Up close, it was less dramatic and worse. The top of the steeple had emerged first, then the shoulders of the bell opening, then a ragged portion of the upper wall where stone met old mortar in uneven courses. The lower part remained under water and mud, hidden by the last stubborn pool that filled the chapel hollow. Water stained the stone in bands, each one marking a former level, a history of disappearance measured in mineral lines. Weed clung to the corners. Rusted scraps of metal trembled from the frame where the bell had once hung or where someone said it had hung. There was no bell now. Maybe there had not been one for decades. Maybe they had removed it before the flooding. Maybe it was somewhere below, sunk in silt with the pews and hymnals and whatever else the county had considered too heavy or too worthless to save.

Ray had grown up hearing about the church under Mercy Lake. Everybody had. When he was a boy, older cousins had taken him night fishing and told him that if you killed the motor above the old chapel cove you could hear singing come up through the bottom of the boat. His uncle said that was foolishness, then later, after enough beer, admitted he had once heard a bell underwater on Easter morning. Ray had never believed any of it. Men made ghosts out of places they did not want to understand. Women did too, though they were usually kinder about it. The truth, as far as he had known it, was simple: the government bought the valley, the people moved, the lake came, and the church stayed because stone was stone and money was money.

Now the church was out again, or part of it was, and Ray did not like looking at it.

It was not the idea of God under the water that bothered him. It was the plainness. The wall was just a wall. The stones were just stones. There was a broken place where birds had started landing. There were pale streaks of dried mud under the arch. A beer can had lodged somehow in a crevice near the top, and a strip of red survey tape snapped from a temporary marker a few feet away. Sacred things, Ray thought, should have the decency not to look so ordinary when they came back.

Mason reached the utility vehicle and swung himself into the driver’s seat. The tracks clanked when he started it, then settled into a heavy churn. Ray climbed into the passenger side, grateful to be out of the sucking mud even if the seat was hot through his jeans. The vinyl had been baking since dawn. He shifted, pulled his damp shirt away from his back, and took the folded inspection sheet from the dash.

“Scope says visual exterior only,” Mason said. “No entry unless state signs off.”

“I can read.”

“Just making sure we’re both remembering. I don’t care what Arlen says. I’m not crawling into a drowned church with half a roof and snakes having squatter’s rights.”

Ray looked toward the sheriff’s truck parked up by the barricade. Tom Arlen stood beside it with his hat off, speaking to a woman in a pale linen jacket who did not belong to mud, heat, or county work. Catherine Lyle from the water authority. Ray knew her by sight, same as everyone did. She had been on television twice that week, calm as a bank lobby, telling people the drawdown was controlled, necessary, temporary. She had a way of standing still that made other people look unprepared. Even from a distance, she seemed pressed and cooled, untouched by the odor coming off the lake.

Near her, Commissioner Tuttle waved his arms at someone holding a camera. His face had gone red in the heat. Ray could not hear what he was saying, but he knew the shape of a man trying to look in charge of something that had already left him behind.

Mason eased the vehicle forward. The tracks gripped better than Ray expected, pressing a wet path into the silt. On either side, the lakebed spread wider than it should have, a place both familiar and not. He saw a tire half buried near a stump, the whitewall cracked like old bone. A child’s sandal lay upside down in the mud, pink once, now the color of dried liver. Fishing line looped around a branch. Zebra mussel shells glittered in the sun. Here and there, square stones emerged in rows too straight to be natural. Foundations maybe, or retaining walls, or the remains of something nobody had thought important enough to mark.

The chapel grew larger without becoming less strange. Its upper stones were black where still wet and gray where the sun had taken them. Water tapped softly inside the arch, not with the lively sound of a shoreline but with the tired, enclosed slap of liquid moving around a trapped thing. The air cooled by a degree as they neared the hollow, then warmed again when the wind shifted and brought the smell of rot hard into their faces.

Mason slowed.

“You ever been this close?” he asked.

“No.”

“My granny said her people got married there.”

Ray glanced at him. “That right?”

“That’s what she said.” Mason kept both hands on the wheel. “She also said they moved the whole church stone by stone, so I don’t know what to tell you.”

“They didn’t.”

“No.”

The vehicle rolled another few yards and stopped at the edge of the flagged zone. A state engineer had been here yesterday, placing stakes where the mud shelf began to drop toward the old foundation. Red flags trembled on thin metal rods. Beyond them, the ground looked solid but was not. Water had pulled back unevenly, leaving crust over pockets of silt deep enough to swallow a leg. The remaining pool around the chapel was the color of weak coffee, with a skin of pollen and dead gnats trembling on top.

Ray unfolded the inspection sheet and tried to make the work ordinary. Exterior visible wall. Photograph mortar separation. Note structural instability. Assess debris hazard. Confirm no unauthorized entry. The words helped for a moment. Men survived by naming tasks. You did the thing in front of you. You took the picture. You wrote down what you saw. You went home and washed the day off your boots.

Mason killed the engine.

The sudden quiet had weight.

Without the vehicle’s churn, Ray could hear the lakebed. It made small noises everywhere. Bubbles ticked up through mud. Reeds scraped against stone. Farther out, a buoy gave another dull clank, then another, the rhythm irregular enough to sound almost intentional. Cicadas screamed from the trees above the old waterline. A radio cracked behind them, then was silenced. Someone laughed near the trucks, too loudly, and no one answered.

Ray climbed down and nearly slipped. His boot slid sideways on algae-slick clay before catching against a root. He cursed under his breath and felt Mason look at him.

“You good?”

“I’m elegant.”

“That ain’t the word I had.”

They moved slowly toward the first flag, Mason carrying the camera, Ray carrying the inspection pole. The pole was fiberglass, yellow, jointed, with a blunt metal tip. Ray pressed it into the ground ahead of each step. Sometimes it struck firm clay. Sometimes it sank without resistance, and those places they skirted carefully, leaving crescent tracks in the mud. Sweat ran down Ray’s ribs. His gloves were already damp inside. A horsefly worried the back of his neck until he slapped at it and left a smear of mud on his skin.

The chapel wall rose in front of them, close enough now that Ray could see individual stones, not smooth but pitted and layered, their edges softened by decades underwater. Small shells clung in the mortar joints. A vine, long dead and bleached nearly white, hung from the arch like a rope. The opening where the bell should have been was partly blocked by broken beams wedged at angles. Some had probably belonged to the roof. Some might have floated in from elsewhere and lodged there as the water shifted. Rusted wire looped through the mess. A length of blue nylon rope trailed down the outside wall and disappeared into the brown pool below.

“Somebody been out here already,” Mason said.

Ray followed his gaze. Near the base of the wall, above the waterline, there were marks in the mud that did not belong to them. Not footprints exactly. Too degraded, too slumped at the edges. But disturbances. Long smears. A place where someone or something had dragged across the slope before the surface dried.

“Could be engineers,” Ray said.

“Engineers don’t leave beer cans.”

Mason pointed with the camera. A crushed aluminum can lay under a shelf of stone, half caked in mud. Newer than the rest of the trash around it. Red and white label still bright where the silt had not touched it.

Ray felt irritation first. It was easier than unease. “Sheriff’s gonna love that.”

Mason lifted the camera and took a picture. The shutter clicked loudly in the still air.

They worked the exterior wall for ten minutes. Mason photographed cracks, missing stones, debris catches, and the water stain lines. Ray called out notes and tried not to look too long into the opening above them. The bell frame was the worst part. There was no reason for it to be. It was just wood and metal, broken and stained, packed with sticks, fishing line, plastic, and lake trash. But the shape of it bothered him. It held too much. Things had gathered there because the water had taught them to gather there. Every current had brought a little more, and every drop in the lake had left it hanging.

A black bird landed on the upper stone, cocked its head, and flew away.

Mason lowered the camera.

“What’s that?”

Ray looked where he was looking. “What’s what?”

“In the frame. Left side.”

Ray shaded his eyes. The morning sun had climbed above the trees and struck the chapel from the wrong angle, flattening everything into glare and shadow. He saw broken wood, weeds, a strip of gray plastic, the blue rope, something pale behind a beam.

“Tarp,” he said.

“Maybe.”

“Life jacket, then.”

“Maybe.”

Mason did not sound convinced. He took two steps closer, stopping just short of the flagged line. The mud sucked at his boots. He lifted the camera and zoomed. Ray heard the small mechanical adjustment of the lens. Mason stared through it longer than he needed to.

“What?” Ray asked.

Mason did not answer.

Ray felt something in his stomach respond before his mind had enough to name. It was not fear, not yet. More like the body’s old intelligence, the one that understood a room had changed before anyone spoke. The air seemed to thicken. Even the cicadas receded, though he knew they had not stopped.

“Mason.”

The younger man lowered the camera. His face had lost color under the tan. For a moment he looked twelve years old.

“I don’t think that’s a tarp.”

Ray took the camera from him, annoyed at the tremor he felt in his own hand. “Move.”

He raised it to his eye.

At first the image was too tight, just blur and shadow. He adjusted the focus, breathing through his mouth because the smell had worsened or because he had suddenly become aware of it again. The frame sharpened. Wood slick with old algae. A loop of wire. A shred of dark fabric caught on a nail or splinter. Something swollen-looking beneath it. Pale.

Ray lowered the camera, then raised it again because he did not trust the first sight.

The pale thing had fingers.

They were curled slightly inward, not in a fist but in the loose, helpless bend of a hand that had stopped belonging to anyone. Mud streaked the knuckles. The skin had the gray-white cast of flesh kept too long in water. A strip of dark sleeve clung to the wrist. The rest disappeared behind the broken beam and the tangle of debris, as if the chapel had reached out of the lake and taken hold.

Ray heard his own breath. He heard Mason swallow. He heard, far behind them, a deputy’s radio crackle with a voice asking for a status update on the north barricade. Ordinary words. Ordinary morning. A county truck idling. A woman from the water authority standing clean above the mud. Coffee cooling in a paper cup. Somewhere a phone ringing in someone’s pocket and going unanswered.

For several seconds neither man moved.

Then Mason whispered, “Ray.”

The whisper was worse than a shout would have been.

Ray lowered the camera and looked up at the chapel itself, at the stones dark from the water, the opening where the bell had once been, the mess of beams and rope and trash that was not trash. His mouth had gone dry. Sweat slid down his temple and into the corner of his eye, but he did not wipe it away.

He turned slowly toward the road.

Sheriff Arlen was still beside his truck. Catherine Lyle stood near him with one hand lifted to shade her eyes, looking out across the exposed lakebed toward them. Even from that distance, Ray could feel her watching. Or maybe everyone was watching. Maybe the whole county had been watching this place for a week without knowing what it expected to see.

Ray lifted one arm.

Not high. Not dramatic. Just enough.

The sheriff saw him.

Something passed across the distance then, not sound exactly, but recognition. Arlen straightened. Catherine turned her head toward him. One deputy stepped away from the barricade. The idling patrol boat out in the channel shifted in the water, its motor dropping lower, as if the lake itself had leaned in to listen.

Mason took a step back and nearly fell. Ray caught his sleeve without looking away from the chapel.

“Don’t touch anything,” Ray said.

His voice came out steady, which surprised him.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Call it in.”

Mason fumbled for his radio. His gloves were slick with mud. Ray watched the sheriff begin making his way down from the road, careful at first, then faster. The deputy followed. Behind the barricade, people sensed movement and pressed closer. Someone lifted a phone. Someone else said, too loudly, “What is it?” and received no answer.

Ray looked back at the hand.

Now that he had seen it, he could not make it into anything else. Not tarp. Not life jacket. Not lake trash. A hand was a hand, even when the water had changed it. Especially then.

The chapel held the body in a kind of terrible patience. Not offering it. Not hiding it. Simply keeping what the lake had brought.

A hot wind moved across the exposed basin and rattled the hazard buoys. The nearest one gave its dull, uneven clank. Behind that sound Ray thought he heard something else, a wet shift inside the ruin, debris settling as the water dropped another fraction of an inch.

He took one step back.

The mud released his boot with a low, obscene pull.

By the time Sheriff Arlen reached the first flag, no one was speaking. The whole cove seemed to have entered that silence that comes after an accident but before people decide what story they are going to tell about it. Ray knew that silence. He had heard it around wrecked cars, around flooded basements, around men injured by machinery, around one neighbor’s kitchen table after a heart attack took too long to become one. It was the silence of people standing at the edge of a fact.

Arlen stopped beside him, breathing hard from the mud and the heat. His face had gone tight under the brim of his hat.

“You sure?” the sheriff asked.

Ray handed him the camera.

Arlen raised it, looked, and said nothing.

For a moment the only sound was the clank of the buoy, the insects in the trees, and Mason’s voice behind them speaking into the radio with forced clarity, calling for the scene to be secured, requesting recovery, requesting the medical examiner, requesting people who would arrive with gloves and bags and official words.

Ray watched Catherine Lyle from the corner of his eye as the sheriff lowered the camera.

She had not come down onto the mud. She remained at the top of the old ramp, beyond the orange fencing, one hand still lifted against the sun. From that distance her face could not be read. She was only a pale figure above the ruined lake, still as a marker.

The sheriff gave the camera back to Ray.

“Back up,” Arlen said quietly. “Both of you.”

Ray obeyed. He backed away from the chapel one careful step at a time, pressing the inspection pole into the mud before each movement. The lakebed held him and released him, held him and released him. His legs felt weak now that there was something to be weak about. Mason had moved farther back, radio clenched in one hand, eyes fixed on the broken frame.

When they reached the utility vehicle, Ray turned once more.

Mercy Chapel rose from the mud and brown water without grandeur. It was smaller than the stories had made it, dirtier, more damaged, almost pitiful in the hard morning light. But in the frame where its bell had once called the valley to worship, a dead man’s hand hung among the beams and wire and sun-dried weed.

The lake had fallen low enough to show what it had caught.

And Mercy County, which had spent the week arguing over water, now had to decide what else had risen with it.
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​The Call From Mercy County
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The pump in the basement started at 4:12 in the morning.

August Rusk opened his eyes in the dark and listened.

At first, he thought it had entered the dream with him. Some noise from sleep carrying itself over the threshold and pretending to belong to the waking house. That happened sometimes. A voice became wind in the cottonwoods. A footstep became the old radiator ticking. Asa’s breath became the floorboards settling in Henrik’s room, which was cruel but not unusual. The body, waking, was not a reliable witness. It wanted mercy before accuracy.

But the pump ran again.

A low mechanical shudder rose through the farmhouse, traveled the wall behind the bed, and settled into the floor beneath him. Then came the hollow rush of water through the pipe, though there had been no rain for six days and the ground outside had gone hard enough that Ruth Halverson had complained yesterday that even the weeds were beginning to lose confidence.

August lay still.

The west window rattled once in its frame. Beyond it, the cottonwoods made their slow black movement against a sky that had not yet begun to pale. Henrik’s old dresser stood against the wall, darker than the rest of the room, its mirror covered by a folded sheet August had put there two months ago and had not yet explained to himself. The house smelled of dust, old wood, and the faint cold trace of last night’s coffee grounds in the kitchen trash.

The pump stopped.

The silence afterward was not the usual silence of the farmhouse. The usual silence had company in it. Mice in the wall, wind against the siding, the refrigerator downstairs humming itself awake, Donut shifting his considerable opinions somewhere at the foot of the bed. This silence arrived clean and total, as if the house had taken one breath and decided to hold the next.

August reached toward the floor and found the phone by touch.

4:13.

No missed calls. No storm alert. No text from Mari, Devon, Ruth, or anyone with legitimate business in the hour before dawn.

The pump started again.

This time Donut lifted his head from the blanket with a sound of old injury. He was a large orange cat with a talent for making every inconvenience appear personal. His ears angled toward the floor. His eyes caught what little light the room had and gave it back green.

“I know,” August said.

Donut looked at him as if he did not.

The pump gave another wet cough. The pipe shuddered. Then the sound stopped so abruptly the room seemed to lean into the absence.

August got out of bed.

The floor was cold enough to wake the bones before the mind had finished agreeing to the day. He pulled on yesterday’s jeans, a gray sweatshirt, and the boots beside the chair without tying them. The Glock was in the drawer, but he left it there. If the sump pump had become armed since midnight, the house had larger problems than he could solve before coffee.

Donut landed on the floor behind him with a thud that did nothing for the dignity of cats.

“You coming?”

The cat walked past him into the hall.

“Of course you are.”

The farmhouse was darker downstairs than it should have been. Not because any light had gone out. Because the sky beyond the windows was clouded, and the predawn had not yet begun its slow lifting over Ruth’s fields. August moved without turning on the hall lamp. He knew the complaints of each stair. Henrik had taught him when he was twelve, not because Henrik expected him to need stealth in his own house, but because Henrik believed a boy ought to know what a house said under his weight. Some lessons outlived the reasons given for them.

At the bottom of the stairs, Donut stopped and stared toward the kitchen.

August smelled it then.

Water.

Not fresh water. Not rain. Something colder and older. Basement stone, rust, wet soil, a little rot. The smell did not belong upstairs. It had climbed from below and settled in the hallway as if it had been invited.

He crossed into the kitchen.

Gray predawn filled the room. The enamel coffee pot sat on the stove where he had left it. Henrik’s chipped mug waited in the dish rack. The south window held the cottonwoods in faint black lines, and beyond them Ruth’s cut field lay invisible but known. A house could become so familiar that even darkness did not hide it from you. August knew where the table ended, where the floor dipped near the sink, where the drawer stuck unless lifted at the same time it was pulled. He knew the window latch by muscle memory. He knew the sound Donut made when considering whether to jump onto the counter and become a moral failure.

The cat jumped onto the counter.

“No.”

Donut sat beside the sink and looked into it.

August followed his gaze.

The faucet was dripping.

One drop gathered at the lip, swelled, darkened, and fell into the basin with a sound too loud for its size. Another formed behind it. The stainless steel around the drain was stained brown, not much, only a faint ring as if coffee had been poured there and not rinsed. He had rinsed the sink before bed. He remembered because Ruth had called at nine-thirty to remind him he was not allowed to call popcorn dinner, and he had cleaned the kitchen while pretending not to listen.

He turned the faucet on.

For one second, the water came out red-brown.

Then clear.

Donut leaned back, offended.

August let the water run. The pipes shuddered once, then settled into their ordinary rush. He touched the stream with two fingers. Cold. No grit that he could feel. He held his fingers to his nose. Iron, mostly. Old pipe. Well water after a disturbance. Reasonable. Deniable. A thing a man could explain to himself if he wanted sleep more than honesty.

The landline rang.

Donut bolted from the counter so fast his back paws knocked Henrik’s mug against the dish rack. The mug held, barely.

August turned the faucet off.

The phone rang again.

No one called the landline at 4:18 unless they were Ruth, Father Emil, Mari, or someone who had already made a poor choice about the day. Ruth would have walked over with a flashlight and something wrapped in foil. Father Emil would have apologized before telling him someone was dead. Mari would not apologize.

It rang a third time.

August picked up.

“Mari.”

“Tell me you were awake.”

“The basement pump had opinions.”

A pause. “Is that normal?”

“Not when it hasn’t rained.”

“Is the house flooding?”

“Not yet.”

“That is a very you answer.”

“What is it?”

He heard traffic behind her. Not close. A low, steady movement. Airport maybe. Or a highway overpass. Mari Reyes always sounded as if she had been awake longer than the rest of the world and had already developed a legal argument against sunrise. Her voice was clear, low, edged with the exhaustion of someone who considered sleep a useful theory.

“A dead man in North Carolina,” she said. “Maybe an accident. Maybe not. Probably not.”

August looked at the sink. One last drop formed at the faucet, clear this time, then fell.

“Name.”

“Eli Mercer. Thirty-nine. Hydrologist. Environmental activist. Local to Mercy County. Found yesterday morning during an emergency drawdown at Mercy Lake.”

He reached for the envelope beside the coffee tin, turned it over, and found a blank corner. His hand did not shake. Not yet. He wrote Eli Mercer.

“Mercy Lake,” he said.

“Man-made reservoir. Western North Carolina mountains. Big water crisis. Drought, dam concerns, and a new AI data campus everyone is either defending like the Second Coming or blaming for the apocalypse. The lake is dropping fast. It exposed part of an old drowned church.”

August stopped writing.

Behind him, the basement pump started again.

Mari heard it through the line. “What was that?”

“Pump.”

“Loud.”

“Yes.”

The pipe rattled, water moved somewhere below the floor, and then the house went still again.

Mari said, “You still there?”

“Yes.”

“The body was caught in the chapel ruins. Not old remains. Recent. Mercer had been missing three days.”

August wrote body in chapel ruins and underlined recent once.

“Sheriff says accident?” he asked.

“Sheriff is leaning there. Publicly, apparent accident. Mercer trespassed in a restricted zone, slipped, hit his head, drowned. Privately, the person who called me says that is the story the county needs before anyone has had time to earn it.”

“Who called?”

“An attorney in Raleigh I trust just enough to keep his number. He represents an old woman named Nora Bell. Eighty-three. Lives near the lake. Family was displaced when the reservoir was built. Mercer visited her before he died.”

“What did he want?”

“Old family records. Church records. Questions about her brother.”

August looked out the south window. The sky had begun to loosen from black into a colorless gray. The cottonwoods moved, though the air outside seemed still.

“What brother?”

“Samuel Bell. Supposedly died before the valley flooded. Mercer apparently thought he didn’t.”

August wrote Samuel Bell.

Donut had returned to the kitchen doorway. He did not come in. He sat just outside it, staring past August at the basement door.

August noticed and did not look yet.

“Mari.”

“Yeah.”

“How does a dead hydrologist get from missing activist to old brother who may not be dead?”

“That is why I’m calling before coffee has permission to work.”

She exhaled. He could picture her pinching the bridge of her nose, eyes closed, phone tucked between shoulder and cheek while she opened one more file on a laptop balanced somewhere no laptop should be.

“Mercer had been making noise about the AI campus water arrangement,” she said. “He claimed the county water authority was hiding withdrawal numbers and emergency-use agreements. That was already enough to make him unpopular. Then he started connecting the current crisis to the original creation of Mercy Lake. Land transfers, church charity, families pressured out, records that don’t match. He told Nora Bell the lake was giving back more than stone.”

The phrase entered the kitchen and stayed there.

August wrote it down.

The lake was giving back more than stone.

The ink looked too dark on the envelope.

“Did Mercer know my name?” August asked.

Mari went quiet.

That answered him before she did.

“Yes,” she said. “Nora has a notebook he left at her house. Your name is in it. Not a lot. Just your name, a number, and one line.”

August waited.

“If they call it an accident.”

The pump started again.

This time the sound was not under the floor. It seemed to come through the walls themselves, low and wet and laboring, as though the house had found a body of water beneath it and was trying, with old machinery and bad faith, to force it somewhere else.

Donut made a sound August had never heard from him.

Not a hiss. Not a growl. A small, involuntary complaint from an animal that had discovered the world contained a category he did not approve of.

August set the pencil down.

“Mari,” he said, “I need a second.”

“Take it.”

He put the phone on the counter without hanging up and crossed to the basement door. The boards felt colder nearer the stairs. He opened the door.

The smell came up harder.

Wet stone. Iron. Earth. A sourness beneath it, not decay exactly, but the memory of things kept damp too long. He turned on the basement light. The bulb flickered twice before holding. Below, the stairs descended into concrete shadow, the old stone foundation walls dark in places where seepage had stained them over the years. He had meant to paint them once. He had meant to do many things to this house that the house had declined by outlasting his intentions.

The pump sat in the far corner.

Silent now.

The floor around it was dry.

Not damp. Not mostly dry. Dry.

August stood at the top of the stairs and listened.

Behind him, Mari’s voice came faintly from the counter. “Gus?”

He kept his eyes on the basement floor.

A thin line of water appeared beneath the pump.

It did not spread from a pipe. It did not seep from the wall. It gathered there, dark and narrow, like a crack filling from below. The line extended slowly across the concrete, not toward the drain but toward the stairs.

August watched it come.

There are moments when the mind offers a man several reasonable explanations because reason has its own terror of unemployment. Condensation. Old stain. Shadow. The basement light shifting. A trick of tired eyes. Well pressure. A leak too small to see.

Then the line stopped.

It had formed a word.

MERCY.

August did not move.

The letters were not written in blood, which would have been vulgar. They were only water. Dark on concrete. Uneven at the edges. Already beginning to lose themselves as the old floor absorbed them. But for three seconds, maybe four, the word was plain.

Mercy.

Then the pump kicked on.

The line trembled, broke, and rushed sideways into nothing.

August closed the basement door.

He returned to the phone.

Mari said, “You are doing the
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