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INTRODUCTION
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Every forty years, Winter Lake freezes solid - not naturally, but completely, in a single night - and the drowned village beneath its waters resurfaces intact: houses, church, streets, everything.

The dead rise with it.

Dr. Erin Vos, a climatologist stationed at a nearby research cabin, witnesses the resurfacing and discovers that the village's residents are not ghosts or zombies - they behave as if no time has passed, desperate, confused, and increasingly violent as their memories return.

The village wants its missing people back - the descendants who escaped before the drowning. And anyone alive who shares their bloodline is pulled toward the lake by a force they cannot resist.

What follows is a tale of arctic horror, of lineage as fate, of drowned sins resurfacing, and of the terrible price of belonging. In the frozen depths of Winter Lake, the past refuses to stay buried, and the dead are always hungry for home.

This novel explores themes of isolation, sacrifice, and the inescapable pull of the past. It asks what we would give up to belong, and what belonging truly costs.

Welcome to Hawthorn's Rest.

The water remembers.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Freeze

The ice auger bit into the frozen surface with a sound like grinding teeth. Dr. Erin Vos leaned her weight into the handle, feeling the vibration travel up through her arms and into her shoulders as the spiral blade chewed through the first few inches of ice. Above her, the sky had turned the color of a bruise - purple and yellow bleeding into gray at the edges where the sun was making its slow retreat behind the mountains.

She checked her watch. 4:47 PM. The light would be gone within the hour, and she still had three more bore sites to complete before she could return to the research cabin. The quarterly ice thickness report was due to the university in six days, and Dr. Erin Vos did not miss deadlines. It was one of the few things about herself she still recognized.

The auger broke through to water, and she felt the familiar give as the blade spun freely beneath the ice shelf. She withdrew the tool carefully, watching the slush and ice chips spiral up with it, then knelt beside the hole to take her measurements. The water that welled up was black as ink, reflecting nothing. She lowered her graduated rod into the opening.

Fourteen inches.

Erin frowned at the measurement, then took it again. The same. She pulled out her field notebook - the paper kind, because batteries died in cold like this and Dr. Erin Vos did not trust anything that could fail her - and compared the reading to her data from three days ago.

Eight inches. The lake had grown six inches of ice in seventy-two hours.

That wasn't possible. Not with the temperatures they'd been having. The days had been cold, yes, hovering around fifteen degrees Fahrenheit, but the nights had been warmer than usual, and the lake's thermal mass should have slowed the freezing process considerably. Winter Lake was deep - supposedly one of the deepest in the state, though no official survey had ever successfully mapped its bottom - and deep lakes froze slowly. Everyone knew that.

She made a note in her book, her handwriting cramped and small in the cold: Anomalous growth rate. Check weather station data. Possible instrument error?

But she knew it wasn't instrument error. The graduated rod was a simple tool. A stick with measurements on it. There was nothing to malfunction.

Erin stood, her knees protesting the movement after kneeling on the ice. She was forty-one years old, and her body had started keeping score of every insult she dealt it. The divorce had aged her in ways she was only beginning to understand - not just the gray threading through her dark hair or the new lines around her eyes, but something deeper. A heaviness in her joints. A slowness in her thoughts. As if some essential lubricant had drained out of her when Marcus signed the papers, and now everything ground against everything else, wearing down.

She gathered her equipment and moved to the next bore site, fifty meters east. The ice beneath her boots was strange - smoother than it should have been, almost glassy. She could see her reflection in it when she looked down, a dark shape against the darkening sky. Usually lake ice was clouded with trapped air bubbles and sediment, but this looked almost polished. Like someone had come out here with a buffer and worked the surface to a shine.

The wind picked up as she drilled the second hole, coming down off the mountains to the north with a keening sound that made her think of grieving. She'd read somewhere that ancient peoples believed the wind carried the voices of the dead, and out here, alone on the ice with the light failing, she could almost believe it. The sound rose and fell in patterns that seemed almost like speech - not words she could understand, but the cadence of language. The rhythm of questions being asked.

The second hole measured sixteen inches.

Erin stared at the number for a long moment. That was two inches more than the first site, and the first site had already been impossible. She was a scientist. She believed in explicable phenomena, in causes and effects, in the orderly progression of the natural world according to laws that could be measured and predicted. She had built her career on that belief, had retreated into it after Marcus left, had used it as a shield against the chaos of feeling.

But this ice didn't care what she believed.

She took careful notes, her pen moving automatically while her mind raced through possible explanations. A freshwater spring beneath the lake, pushing up colder water? No, that would slow the freezing, not accelerate it. Some kind of exothermic chemical reaction in the water itself? Absurd. An error in her previous measurements? She knew better than that.

The third bore site was another fifty meters east, near the center of the lake. Erin had to force herself to walk there. Something had changed in the air - a pressure drop, maybe, or a shift in the wind. The keening sound had stopped, and in its place was a silence so complete it felt solid. Her footsteps on the ice seemed muffled, as if she were walking on carpet instead of frozen water. She could hear her own breathing, the rasp of her coat against her sides, the tiny click of her equipment bag's zipper pull tapping against the strap.

And beneath all of it, something else. A sound so low it was almost below hearing. A vibration more than a noise, coming up through the ice and into the soles of her boots. Like a great engine idling somewhere in the deep.

She told herself it was just the ice settling. That's what ice did - it groaned and cracked and shifted as temperature changes stressed its structure. Every winter the lake sang its own strange song as it froze and thawed and froze again. This was nothing new.

But she had never felt it like this before. Never felt it as a presence.

The third hole measured twenty-two inches.

Erin laughed - a short, sharp sound that startled her. Twenty-two inches of ice didn't grow in three days. It didn't grow in three weeks, not without sustained temperatures well below zero. And she had been out here just last Tuesday, had taken measurements at this exact spot, had recorded eight inches in her notebook with her own hand.

She pulled out her satellite phone to call the university weather station, but the screen was blank. Dead. She checked the battery - fully charged when she'd left the cabin that morning. She pressed the power button, held it, tried again. Nothing.

The cold, she told herself. The batteries couldn't handle the cold.

But her phone had worked fine in worse conditions than this. And the cold didn't feel that bad - bitter, yes, but not the killing cold that drained batteries and turned exposed flesh to stone. She'd worked in the Arctic. She knew what real cold felt like. This was uncomfortable. It wasn't impossible.

She looked up at the sky. The bruise colors had deepened to purple and black, and the first stars were appearing - hard bright points like chips of ice scattered across the dark. The mountains to the north were barely visible now, just darker shapes against the darkness. To the south, where the road ran down to the town of Millbrook, she could see nothing at all. No lights. No sign of civilization.

The fourth bore site was near the eastern shore, where a stand of dead pines reached skeletal branches over the water. Erin walked toward it with increasing urgency, her scientific detachment eroding with every step. She needed more data. She needed to understand what was happening. Because if the ice was growing this fast, if something had fundamentally changed in the lake's behavior, then she needed to document it. She needed to warn people.

She was halfway to the shore when she heard the sound.

It came from beneath her feet - a long, slow crack that seemed to travel for miles in every direction. Not the sharp report of ice fracturing under stress, but something deeper. Something more deliberate. Like a great door being unsealed after a long time closed.

Erin froze. She knew the protocol for ice cracks - spread your weight, move slowly toward shore, don't panic. But this wasn't a crack. The ice beneath her feet wasn't breaking. It was... settling. Adjusting. Like something beneath it had shifted, and the frozen surface was rearranging itself to accommodate the change.

The low vibration she'd felt earlier intensified. She could feel it in her teeth now, in her skull, in the bones of her chest. It wasn't a mechanical sound. It was organic somehow. Alive.

She ran.

She didn't decide to run. Her body simply moved, some deep animal instinct overriding her rational mind. Her boots pounded against the ice, and she expected at any moment to feel it give way beneath her, to plunge into the black water she knew was waiting below. But the ice held. It held better than it should have - her footsteps barely left marks on its glassy surface - and she made it to the shore in what felt like seconds, scrambling up the snowy bank and into the trees before she let herself stop.

She turned to look back at the lake.

It was perfectly still. The wind had died completely, and the ice stretched out before her like a dark mirror, reflecting the stars that now filled the sky. She could see her tracks leading back toward the center, but beyond them, there was nothing. No movement. No sign of whatever had made that sound.

Erin stood there for a long time, her breath coming in ragged clouds that hung motionless in the air before slowly dissipating. Her scientific mind was already constructing explanations - seismic activity, geothermal vents, simple stress fractures amplified by the acoustic properties of the ice. But another part of her, a part she had spent her adult life suppressing, knew that none of those explanations were true.

Something was wrong with Winter Lake.

She made her way back to the research cabin in the dark, using her flashlight to follow the trail she'd cut through the snow that morning. The cabin was a simple A-frame structure, owned by the university and used primarily for field research. It had electricity from a generator, a wood-burning stove, a satellite internet connection that rarely worked, and supplies to last one person several weeks. Erin had been living there alone for three months now, ever since she'd requested the long-term assignment.

The department head had been confused - ice thickness monitoring was typically a two-week rotation, not a sabbatical - but he'd approved her request without too many questions. Maybe he'd sensed that she needed to be somewhere else. Somewhere far from the house she'd shared with Marcus, from the office where everyone knew about the divorce, from the pitying looks and the careful silences.

Or maybe he just wanted her out of the way. She'd become difficult in the months after Marcus left - short-tempered, withdrawn, prone to long silences in meetings and sharp responses to simple questions. She'd never been warm, exactly, but she'd been professional. Now she was something else. Something that made people uncomfortable.

The cabin's generator was running when she arrived, its steady hum a comfort after the silence of the lake. She stomped the snow off her boots on the porch and went inside, locking the door behind her - something she'd never bothered to do before, though she couldn't have said why she did it now.

The main room was exactly as she'd left it: laptop open on the desk, half-empty coffee cup beside it, stack of journal articles she'd been meaning to read piled on the floor near the wood stove. She crossed to the desk and plugged in her satellite phone, hoping a charge would revive it, then sat down heavily in her chair.

Her hands were shaking. She told herself it was the cold.

She opened her laptop and tried to access the weather station data, but the satellite connection was down. Not unusual - the mountains often blocked the signal - but tonight it felt like another piece of evidence. Another sign that something had changed.

She stood and went to the window that faced the lake. From here she could see nothing but darkness - the cabin sat in a hollow surrounded by pines, and the lake was half a mile away through dense forest. But she stared out into that darkness anyway, as if she could see through the trees, through the night, to whatever was happening out there on the ice.

The silence pressed against the glass like a living thing.

Erin didn't sleep that night. She tried - lay down on the narrow bed in the cabin's single bedroom, pulled the wool blankets up to her chin, closed her eyes - but every time she began to drift off, she heard that sound again. That long, slow crack from beneath the ice. That sense of something ancient shifting in its sleep.

She got up at 2 AM and made coffee, standing at the window while it brewed. The stars outside were impossibly bright, the kind of stars you only saw in places far from cities, far from the light pollution of civilization. She'd loved them when she first arrived - had spent long evenings on the cabin's porch, just looking up at them, feeling small and insignificant in a way that was somehow comforting. Her problems didn't matter much when measured against the vast indifference of the universe.

But tonight the stars looked different. Wrong somehow, though she couldn't say exactly why. They seemed too still, too fixed in their positions, like painted dots on a dome rather than burning suns trillions of miles away. And between them, the darkness seemed... deeper. More absolute. As if the sky itself was holding its breath.

She drank her coffee and watched the night, and when the first gray light of dawn began to seep over the mountains, she was still standing there, her cup empty and cold in her hands.

The dawn revealed what the darkness had hidden.

Erin saw it the moment the light grew strong enough to penetrate the trees: a white expanse where the lake should have been. Not the gray-blue of normal ice, but white. Pure, perfect white, like a fresh snowfall - except there had been no snow in the night. The sky had been clear. The stars had burned down on an empty world.

She pulled on her coat and boots and went outside, her breath fogging in air that felt colder than it had yesterday. Much colder. Cold enough that her exposed skin immediately began to sting, and she had to wrap her scarf around her face to keep her lungs from burning.

The thermometer mounted on the cabin's porch read negative thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit.

That was impossible. It had been fifteen degrees yesterday. A fifty-degree drop in temperature didn't happen overnight. Not here, not anywhere. Weather systems didn't work that way.

But there it was. Negative thirty-two, and dropping. She could see the needle inching lower as she watched, as if the cold were a living thing, still arriving, still intensifying.

She walked toward the lake.

The forest was different. The pines that lined her path were coated in frost - not just ordinary frost, but thick white crystals that covered every needle, every branch, every surface. They looked like trees made of glass, or sugar, or bone. When she brushed against one, the crystals didn't fall. They were fused to the bark, solid as stone.

The snow beneath her feet was harder too. It didn't crunch - it chimed, like she was walking on a frozen xylophone. Each step produced a clear, high note that hung in the air for a moment before fading into the silence.

And it was silent. No birds. No wind. No creaking of branches or distant hum of traffic from the road. Just her footsteps, chiming their way toward the lake.

She emerged from the trees at the shore, and stopped.

The lake was frozen solid. Not just on the surface - she could tell immediately that this was different - but completely, entirely, impossibly solid. The ice was white because there was no water beneath it. No dark depths waiting below. The lake had frozen from top to bottom in a single night, as if someone had poured concrete into it and let it set.

Erin walked out onto the ice. She didn't think about it - didn't weigh the risks, didn't check the thickness, didn't follow any of the protocols she'd drilled into herself over twenty years of field work. She just walked, because she needed to see. She needed to understand.

The surface was perfect. A white mirror stretching from shore to shore, unbroken by cracks or pressure ridges or any of the normal features of natural ice. It was smooth enough that she could see her reflection in it - a dark figure against an endless white field - and when she looked down, she saw something else.

Shapes.

Deep in the ice, far below where the water should have been, there were shapes. They were blurred by the thickness of the ice above them, indistinct, but they were definitely there. Angular shapes. Regular shapes. The shapes of buildings.

Erin knelt and pressed her gloved hand against the surface. The ice was so cold it burned even through the insulation, but she kept her hand there, staring down at those impossible shapes. She could see what might have been a roofline. What might have been a steeple. What might have been a row of houses, buried under a hundred feet of ice.

The silence pressed against her ears like water, and she thought she heard - far below, faint as a whisper - the sound of a bell.

She stood and turned back toward the shore. She needed to get to town. She needed to report this. She needed - 

The road was gone.

Where the trail through the forest met the access road that led down to Millbrook, there was nothing but trees. More frost-covered pines, stretching away into the white distance, as if the road had never existed. As if the world beyond the lake had simply... stopped.

Erin ran. She ran along the shore, looking for the road, for any break in the trees, for any sign of the civilization she knew was out there. But there was nothing. The forest surrounded the lake in every direction, unbroken and ancient and utterly silent.

She ran until she couldn't run anymore, until her lungs burned and her legs gave out and she collapsed in the snow at the edge of the ice. She lay there, gasping, staring up at a sky that had turned the pale blue of frozen water, and she understood.

She was trapped.

The lake had frozen, and something had risen with it, and now there was no way out. No road. No rescue. No escape.

Just the ice, and the silence, and those shapes buried deep below - waiting, she somehow knew, to rise.

Erin lay in the snow for a long time, feeling the cold seep into her bones, watching her breath crystallize and fall like tiny diamonds onto her chest. She thought about Marcus, about the way he'd looked at her when he said he didn't love her anymore. She thought about the house they'd shared, the garden she'd planted, the life she'd built and lost. She thought about all the years she'd spent believing in an orderly universe, in causes and effects, in the comforting illusion that the world made sense.

None of it mattered now.

She pushed herself up, brushed the snow from her coat, and started walking back toward the cabin. Whatever was happening here, whatever the lake had become, she was a scientist. She would observe. She would document. She would try to understand.

And maybe, if she was lucky, she would survive.

But as she walked, she couldn't shake the feeling that the ice was watching her. That something beneath that white surface had opened its eyes for the first time in forty years, and was very pleased to find her there.

Waiting.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Rising Village

Erin spent the morning trying to find a way out.

She circled the entire lake on foot, a journey of nearly eight miles through snow that reached her knees in places. The forest pressed in on all sides, dense and impenetrable, and though she searched for any break in the trees - any hint of the road that had brought her here three months ago - she found nothing. It was as if the world had been rewritten overnight, the map of reality quietly revised to exclude any path of escape.

The cold was relentless. Her thermometer had stopped working sometime in the night, the mercury frozen solid in its glass tube, but she estimated the temperature at negative forty or worse. Her breath froze the moment it left her lungs, coating her scarf with a thick layer of ice that she had to chip away every few minutes to keep breathing. Her eyelashes frosted over, and she had to blink constantly to keep them from sealing shut.

But the ice held. She walked on it for long stretches where the shore was too steep or the snow too deep, and it never creaked, never shifted, never gave any sign that it might break beneath her weight. It was solid in a way that felt almost aggressive - as if it were daring her to doubt it.

And always, beneath her feet, those shapes.

She could see them more clearly now in the daylight. The ice was white, but not opaque - if she stared long enough, she could make out the blurred outlines of structures far below. Rooftops covered in what looked like snow. Chimneys reaching up toward the surface. The dark lines of streets intersecting at right angles. Once, in the center of the lake, she thought she saw the pointed spire of a church, its cross visible as a faint shadow perhaps thirty feet down.

A village. There was a village under the ice.

She knew the history, of course. Everyone who worked at Winter Lake knew the story. The settlement called Hawthorn's Rest had stood on the valley floor in the 1880s - a small farming community, maybe two hundred people at its peak, built around a church and a general store and not much else. Then in 1887, a dam was constructed upstream to power a sawmill, and the valley flooded. The residents were given three months to relocate. Most of them did.

Most of them.

The official records were unclear about exactly how many people were left when the waters rose. Some accounts said a few families refused to leave, tied to their land by stubbornness or poverty or something darker. Others claimed the dam broke early, before the evacuation was complete, drowning dozens in their beds. The truth had been lost over the years, buried under layers of local legend and deliberate forgetting.

What everyone agreed on was this: the village was still down there. Divers had seen it in the 1950s, during a drought that lowered the lake level enough to make exploration possible. They'd reported buildings still standing, preserved by the cold and the dark, undisturbed since the day the water swallowed them. One diver claimed to have seen furniture through a window - a table set for dinner, chairs pulled back as if the occupants had just stepped away. Another said he'd found a child's doll floating in the doorway of what had been the schoolhouse, its porcelain face turned toward the surface as if waiting for rescue.

The diving expeditions had stopped after that. No one could say exactly why, but no university or historical society had ever organized another. The lake was too deep, people said. Too cold. Too dangerous. And anyway, what was the point? The village was dead. Let it stay buried.

Erin had never given the stories much thought. She was a climatologist, not a historian. The drowned village was a curiosity, a piece of local color, nothing more. She'd never even considered that she might actually see it.

But now here it was. Rising.

She first noticed the change around noon.

She had returned to the cabin to warm up, her fingers and toes numb despite her heavy gloves and insulated boots. She stood at the window with a cup of tea clutched in both hands, staring out at the white expanse of the lake, when she saw the ice move.

It was subtle - so subtle she thought at first she'd imagined it. A slight bulge in the surface near the center of the lake, as if something underneath were pressing upward. She watched, barely breathing, and saw it happen again. A swelling. A rising. Like the belly of some great beast inhaling beneath a white sheet.

She set down her tea and went back outside.

The walk to the lake took fifteen minutes through the frozen forest. By the time she reached the shore, the change was unmistakable. The ice in the center of the lake had risen several feet, forming a broad dome that caught the weak winter sunlight and threw it back in fractured rainbows. And beneath the dome, the shapes she'd seen that morning were clearer now. Closer.

The village was rising.

Erin watched, transfixed, as the ice continued to swell. It moved slowly - glacially, she thought, and almost laughed at the aptness of the word - but it moved. The dome grew higher, and as it did, the shapes beneath became more distinct. She could see individual buildings now, their rooflines emerging from the blur like photographs developing in a chemical bath. She could see windows, dark rectangles against the white ice. She could see a chimney, perfectly preserved, its bricks still stacked in neat rows.

And then, with a sound like the world cracking open, the ice broke.

It didn't shatter the way she expected - didn't fragment into chunks that slid against each other and fell away. Instead, it simply parted, opening like a wound, and through the gap came the rooftop of a house.

It rose slowly, majestically, water - no, not water, there was no water, the lake was frozen solid - ice streaming off its shingles in sheets that fell and shattered on the frozen surface below. The house was intact. Perfectly intact. Its walls were straight, its windows unbroken, its door still hanging in its frame. Snow lay thick on its roof, white and pristine, as if it had fallen just that morning instead of accumulating over a century at the bottom of a lake.

Erin couldn't move. She stood at the edge of the shore and watched as more buildings emerged from the ice. A second house, larger than the first, with a wraparound porch and shutters on its windows. A small structure that might have been a barn or a stable. A long, low building with a sign hanging above its door - she couldn't read it from this distance, but she imagined it said GENERAL STORE or BLACKSMITH or something equally anachronistic.

The church came last.

It rose through the center of the parting ice like a leviathan breaching the surface, its steeple piercing the white ceiling and reaching toward the pale winter sky. The cross at its peak was tarnished green with age, but still recognizable - still present, still pointing toward heaven as if nothing had changed. The church's doors were closed, its windows dark, but something about its appearance made Erin's stomach clench
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