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Chapter One

The Drought Town
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Nathan Rell had spent eight years praying Graywater Lake would give his son back, and all it returned at first was mud.

Not clean mud. Not the dark useful kind that clung to roots and fed things. This was lake-bottom mud, old and gray and shining under the late-summer sun, slick as spoiled meat where the water had withdrawn and cracked into plates where the heat had reached it first. It stank of algae, rusted cans, dead minnows, and secrets that had never expected air.

By noon, the whole north shore smelled like something remembering how to rot.

Nathan stood beside the county barricade with a clipboard in one hand and a survey pole in the other, pretending he had come because the reservoir authority needed a structural consultant. That was the official reason. The drought had dropped Graywater to its lowest recorded level since the dam was completed in 1964. Boat ramps ended twenty yards above water. Docks hung over dust. Property owners who once complained about shoreline erosion now stood in their yards staring down at exposed tires, bottles, fishing lures, and the brown ribs of trees drowned before most of them were born.

A drowned town had begun to surface.

That was the phrase already moving through Graywater County faster than any public safety notice could stop it.

Drowned town.

People said it like a miracle, a scandal, a tourist opportunity. They said it in grocery aisles and church vestibules, under Facebook posts and in line at the bait shop, where the owner had started selling shirts that read I SAW COVENANT UNDERWATER even though no one had seen enough of the old town to justify a shirt. Not yet.

Nathan had seen enough.

Twenty yards beyond the barricade, out past the mud flats and the new ropes Sheriff Corran's deputies had staked into the shoreline, a steeple rose from the lakebed.

Only the top third showed. Weathered white boards, gray now beneath the film of decades, leaned at angles that made Nathan's professional eye itch. The little bell tower had broken through the mud two days ago when the water pulled back another foot and a half. By morning, someone with a drone had captured the shape from above.

A church steeple.

Pointed roof. Narrow louvered openings. A cross that had lost one arm, leaving the other to jut sideways like a warning.

The old town had been called Covenant.

Nathan knew that because everyone did.

It had always sounded like history, which was what adults called a haunting once they had paperwork.

A deputy ducked under the yellow tape and approached from the gravel shoulder. Young. Nathan had forgotten his name twice and was preparing to forget it again.

"Mr. Rell? Sheriff wants to know if you can give her another twenty minutes. News van just pulled in."

Nathan looked toward the road. A white van with a satellite mast had parked behind the volunteer fire truck. Two people stood beside it, one wearing camera gear, the other already smoothing her hair in the reflection of the passenger window.

"Tell her the steeple won't get safer while we wait."

The deputy glanced toward the mud flats as if the steeple might take offense.

"Yes, sir. She said you'd say something like that."

"Then tell her I said it exactly."

He almost smiled. "Yes, sir."

The deputy left, boots making dry crunching sounds in the gravel. Nathan returned his attention to the lake.

Not the steeple.

He was careful about that.

There was looking and there was staring. Looking was professional.

Nathan had given Graywater Lake enough staring.

The sheriff then, a tired man named Voss, had told him the lake did not keep people where it took them.

Nathan had hated him for that.

Then he had hated himself for knowing the man was right.

Oren Rell had been fifteen when he vanished.

Not little enough for people to say poor baby with the full weight of it, not old enough for them to stop looking at Nathan like a parent who should have known every possible route his son might take after a fight. Fifteen was an age made of doors. Bedroom doors, truck doors, school doors, one slammed after another until a house became a place full of exits.

They had argued that evening.

Nathan could still remember the exact stupidity of it. A cracked phone screen. A missed practice. A friend's older brother with a car Nathan did not trust. Oren standing in the kitchen with wet hair from a shower, too tall suddenly, too much like himself and not enough like the boy Nathan still thought he was entitled to correct. Voices raised. A chair leg scraping. Audra, twelve then, frozen in the hallway with a cereal bowl in both hands. Oren saying, "You don't even listen unless you're mad."

Nathan saying, "Then stop giving me reasons."

There were worse last words.

That did not make them survivable.

The official timeline said Oren left the house at 7:42 p.m. A neighbor saw him cut through the drainage easement toward the old service road. His phone pinged once near the north shore at 8:16. There had been a call to Nathan at 8:22.

Nathan had not answered.

He told himself later that the phone had been in the truck. That the compressor was running. All of that was true.

Not complete.

The complete truth had a smaller, meaner room inside it.

He had seen Oren's name light the phone once before the compressor kicked on, and he had let it ring because anger had been sitting in him like a hot stone and he wanted his son to wait.

Eight minutes later, Oren did not answer back.

Eight years later, the north shore was mud and the lake had begun giving up the dead parts of town.

Nathan wrote a measurement on his clipboard though he had already written it. Work gave his hands a reason to remain ordinary.

Behind him, a car door closed.

He knew the sound before he turned. Audra's hatchback had a loose panel in the driver's door that made the metal slap after the latch caught. He had offered to fix it three times. She had told him not everything broken needed him under it with tools.

He had not known how to answer that, so he had bought her new wiper blades and left them on her porch.

Audra stood near the road in black jeans and a faded green shirt, hair pulled back badly, as if she had done it in the car. She was twenty now.

She looked at the steeple once.

Only once.

Then she looked at him.

"You told me you were checking erosion," she said.

"I am checking erosion."

"That's a church."

"It is also eroding."

Her mouth tightened. She had his mouth, which made arguments unpleasantly mirror-like.

"You could have told me."

"It surfaced this morning."

"The county page posted drone video two hours ago. Half the town has shared it with little crying emojis and Bible verses. I found out from Mrs. Pell at the pharmacy while she was buying stool softener."

Nathan looked toward the news van. "I have been busy."

"You have been avoiding me."

"Those are not always the same thing."

"With you they usually are."

He had no useful answer to that.

A group of locals pressed closer to the barricade downshore. Two teenagers lifted their phones over the tape. A woman cried quietly beside a cooler, not in a dramatic way. Just tears falling while she stared at the steeple as if it had sent for her.

Audra followed Nathan's gaze.

"They're going to make this ugly," she said.

"People do that when a place gives them material."

"No. Grief does that when somebody gives it a stage."

He looked at her then.

She did not back down.

That was Audra's talent and her burden. She could stand directly in front of the thing everyone else stepped around and name it with both hands empty. Nathan admired that in other people. In his daughter it often felt like being punished by accuracy.

"You should not be here," he said.

She gave a short laugh. "I knew you'd get there."

"Audra."

"No, really, it's efficient. First you don't call me. Then I come anyway. Then you tell me I shouldn't have. Saves us from accidentally talking like people."

The wind came off the lake warm and wrong, carrying the smell of mud into the road dust. The waterline had pulled so far back that Graywater looked less like a lake than a bowl scraped clean around the edges. Fish crows moved across the flats, picking at things the receding water had not meant to donate.

Nathan lowered his voice. "This is not safe."

"That's not why you don't want me here."

He looked toward the steeple again before he could stop himself.

Audra saw.

Of course she did.

Her face changed, not into anger. Something worse. Recognition worn thin by old use.

"Dad."

He hated the gentleness in it.

"I'm working," he said.

"You're looking for him."

The sentence should have been cruel. It was not. That made it harder to reject.

Nathan clipped the pen to the board. "I stopped looking for your brother a long time ago."

"No," Audra said. "You stopped telling people where you were looking."

A flashbulb popped near the news van. Sheriff Elise Corran turned toward it with the murderous calm of a woman preparing to be polite on camera.

Corran had been sheriff for three years, which meant she had inherited every old Graywater sorrow and was still foolish enough to believe procedures could keep them in lanes. She wore her hair short, her uniform clean, and her patience like something issued with the badge but not renewable. She crossed the shoulder toward Nathan and Audra without hurrying.

"Mr. Rell," she said. "I hear the steeple is getting less safe while I keep reporters from walking into the mud."

"That was my professional assessment."

"Your professional assessment can wait three minutes while I tell Channel Six they are not filming past the barricade."

Audra said, "You should let them film it. People might stay away if it looks as bad as it smells."

Corran studied her. "Audra Rell."

"Sheriff."

"Wish this were under better circumstances."

"In this town?"

A corner of Corran's mouth moved. Not quite a smile.

"Fair."

Nathan shifted the survey pole to his other hand. "Do you want the inspection or not?"

"I want ten things at once, which is how God punishes county officials." Corran looked toward the steeple. "Can you tell from here whether it is stable?"

"No."

"Can you lie convincingly enough that I can keep people back with your authority instead of mine?"

"No."

"That's inconvenient."

"I can go down with a line and check the exposed frame. From the west edge only. The mud will be soft near the tower base."

Audra turned on him. "Absolutely not."

Nathan kept his eyes on Corran. "I have worked wet sites before."

"This isn't a work site," Audra said.

"Everything is a work site if people are stupid near it."

"Dad."

There it was again. Not the word. The plea beneath it. He had heard it from her before: in the hospital after his blood pressure scare, in his kitchen after she found him listening to old voicemail backups, in the doorway of Oren's room when she asked if they could finally pack his clothes and he told her not yet.

Not yet had lasted six years.

Corran looked between them and understood enough to become official.

"No one goes down alone," she said. "If I let you inspect, Deputy Harrow stays on belay from the shore, and I want a second line. No exceptions."

"Fine."

Audra stared at him. "You hear how fast you said that?"

"Because it was reasonable."

"Because it gets you closer."

Nathan's temper rose, dull and familiar, then went cold before it reached his mouth. He had learned, late and badly, that anger with Audra often meant she had touched something true before he was ready to clean it.

"I am not going down there for Oren," he said.

The name altered the air between them.

Audra blinked once.

Corran looked away.

The lake did nothing.

The lake did not ripple. The mud did not bubble. The steeple did not move. Nothing dramatic followed the name.

Which made it easier for him to believe, fifteen minutes later, that what happened had not been listening.

Deputy Harrow tied the first safety line around Nathan's waist while a second deputy planted anchors in the dry ground behind the barricade. Corran stood with both hands on her belt, refusing questions from reporters and ignoring advice from men who had once owned boats and considered that a qualification. Audra remained on the road side of the tape, arms folded, face unreadable.

Nathan wanted her to leave.

He wanted her to stay.

Wanting both felt like most of fatherhood after loss.

The first step past the barricade sank to his ankle.

The mud made a soft sucking sound around his boot. Covenant's main road, maybe. Or a church walk.

The exposed lakebed did not feel like land.

It had surface but no trust. Every step asked to keep part of him. Mud swallowed boot prints slowly behind him, edges softening, water shining up through the heel marks. The air grew cooler as he moved away from shore, though the sun remained hard overhead.

The noise of the crowd changed too.

At the barricade, voices had overlapped: deputies, reporters, locals, phones chirping, someone laughing too loudly because fear embarrassed them. Ten yards out, the sound thinned. Twenty yards, and it became distant. Thirty, and the lakebed seemed to press a hand over the shore.

Nathan stopped.

"Line good?" Harrow called.

Nathan lifted one hand without turning.

Ahead, the steeple rose from the mud at an angle, less like a building revealed than a body surfacing shoulder-first. The louvers in the bell chamber were packed with silt. Threads of weed hung from the broken cross. Mud had dried in strips along the roofline, leaving pale boards beneath like exposed bone.

Nathan took measurements because that was why he was there.

Three feet seven inches of visible tower on the east face.

Five inches of lateral lean from base to visible roof pitch.

Surface cracking around the exposed structure extending in a crescent approximately twelve feet wide.

Probable void beneath crust.

Unsafe for public access.

He wrote the words carefully, grateful for them. Unsafe was a clean word. Public was clean. Access was clean. None of them had a son.

Something moved inside the steeple.

Nathan froze.

The sound was small. Mud settling, maybe. A pocket of trapped air escaping through the old wood. A fish caught in a shrinking pool below the exposed structure.

The sound came again.

A hollow tick.

Not from the wood.

From inside the bell chamber.

Nathan looked back toward shore.

Audra stood at the tape, one hand raised to shade her eyes. Corran was speaking into her radio.

No one else seemed to have heard.

Nathan turned back.

A thin bubble rose through the mud at the base of the steeple.

Then another.

They popped without smell. Without drama. Each left a small wet circle that filled itself in, smooth as skin healing too fast.

Nathan wrote: gas release from submerged organic matter.

His hand shook only slightly.

The bell tower ticked again.

This time the sound became a tone.

Not loud. Not ringing exactly. More like metal remembering it had once been struck.

Nathan's mouth went dry.

The old story said the bell had been removed before the flood. He knew that. Everyone knew that. Covenant Baptist's bell had been hauled uphill and installed at the new church off Route 6, where it cracked during a storm in 1981 and now sat in the fellowship hall beside a plaque about perseverance.

There should not have been a bell in the drowned tower.

A voice came from the mud.

"Cap?"

Nathan did not move.

The word was barely more than breath. Not calling from inside the steeple. Not from across water. From the air beside him.

Cap.

No one had called him that in eight years.

No one but Oren had ever called him that at all.

Oren had appointed him captain of their aluminum jon boat, then shortened it to Cap by lunch. For months after, every question began with it.

Cap, can I steer?

Cap, are fish afraid of thunder?

Cap, if I fall in, how fast would you jump?

Fast, Nathan had told him.

Fast enough.

He had believed that was true.

The mud bubbled again.

Nathan heard Harrow behind him, far away and ordinary. "Mr. Rell? You good?"

Nathan opened his mouth.

He should have said yes.

He should have said pull me back.

He should have said anything that belonged to the living people standing onshore.

Instead he whispered, "Oren?"

The safety line snapped tight around his waist.

Not pulled from shore.

Pulled from below.

Nathan lurched forward, one boot sliding into the gray slick. Mud climbed his shin with cold, intimate pressure. He dropped the clipboard.

Onshore, people shouted.

The line jerked again.

Nathan caught himself on the survey pole, driving it into the mud so hard the aluminum shaft bowed. Something under the surface held the rope with slow, patient strength. Not yanking. Testing.

The steeple gave a sound like a breath drawn through wet wood.

Then the voice came again.

Closer.

"Cap, don't be mad."

Nathan's knees nearly went.

That had been Oren's phrase. Not apology. Not exactly. Don't be mad. The child's prayer to the parent who had not yet decided what size to make the world.

Nathan felt the answer rise in him with such force it hurt his throat.

I'm not.

I'm not, buddy.

I'm sorry.

He clamped his mouth shut.

Behind him, Harrow and another deputy pulled the line. The pressure around Nathan's waist shifted. Mud sucked at his boot and released with a sound too much like a mouth letting go.

He staggered backward one step.

Then another.

The voice followed.

"Why didn't you pick up?"

The shore went silent.

Not actually. Later Nathan would remember people shouting, Audra screaming his name, Corran ordering the deputies to pull, the news camera falling against a tripod with a metallic clatter. But inside that question, sound changed laws. The whole lakebed seemed to lean toward his answer.

Why didn't you pick up?

Nathan could not see the crowd now. He could see only the steeple, the mud, the broken cross, the dark gaps where louvers had rotted away. He could see his phone on the garage workbench eight years ago, Oren's name lighting the screen, his own hand reaching for it and stopping because anger wanted one more minute.

One more minute had become the rest of his life.

"Dad!"

Audra's voice cut through.

Not from the lake.

From shore.

Alive. Harsh. Furious. Terrified.

Nathan turned toward it.

The motion saved him.

The line around his waist tightened again as the deputies hauled together. He stumbled backward across the mud, half walking, half dragged, the survey pole tearing from his hand and vanishing upright into the gray surface like a marker on a grave. His left boot came off. Cold mud filled his sock. He did not look back until his shoulder hit dry ground and Harrow grabbed both straps of his work vest.

Then he looked.

The steeple stood where it had been.

Still.

Silent.

The crowd was not.

Everyone spoke at once. Corran shoved people back with both arms. The reporter kept asking whether anyone had heard a child. Harrow cursed softly while cutting the mud-caked rope from Nathan's waist. A woman near the barricade had dropped to her knees and was praying into her hands.

Audra pushed through them and reached Nathan.

She slapped him.

Not hard enough to injure. Hard enough to arrive.

The sound snapped across the north shore.

Nathan stared at her.

Her eyes were full of tears she had not permitted to fall.

"Do not," she said.

It was not clear what she meant.

Do not answer.

Do not go back.

Do not leave me for him again.

All of them.

Nathan touched his cheek.

Mud streaked his fingers.

Sheriff Corran crouched beside him. "What did you hear?"

He looked past her toward the steeple.

The correct answer was nothing.

The safe answer was trapped gas, structural shift, auditory distortion, heat, stress, grief, anything ordinary enough to keep the day from becoming what it had already become.

Audra watched him.

Nathan swallowed.

The mud beneath the steeple moved.

One clean bubble rose and burst.

From inside the exposed tower came a single, impossible note.

A bell.

Deep.

Wet.

Close.

Every person on the shore stopped speaking.

The note rolled across the mud flats and into their bodies. Nathan felt it in his teeth, his ribs, the old break in his left wrist. The lake had no bell. The tower had no clapper. The drowned town had no right to sound so awake.

Then, one by one, people began turning toward the water.

Not all of them.

Enough.

A man by the news van whispered, "Mama?"

The praying woman lifted her head and said, "Tommy?"

Deputy Harrow took one step toward the tape, face slack, sunglasses dangling from one hand.

Sheriff Corran stood slowly.

Her face had lost all color.

Audra grabbed Nathan's wrist.

He felt her fingers shaking.

"Dad," she said.

He looked at her.

For once, he understood that she was not asking him to explain.

She was asking him to choose which voice he would follow.

From the mud below the steeple, Oren whispered again.

"Cap?"

Nathan held Audra's wrist back.

The bell rang a second time.
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Chapter Two

The Bell Without Wind
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By morning, Graywater Lake had become a place where people came to take pictures of something they should have been afraid of.

Nathan Rell noticed that first.

Not the steeple, though the steeple was impossible to ignore now that the sun had risen behind it. Not the strip of black roofline showing through the mud beyond the church tower. Not the white crust of old minerals left on stone that had been underwater longer than most of the people in Graywater had been alive. He noticed the phones.

Phones lifted at arm's length. Phones tilted sideways for video. Phones held by men in work shirts, teenagers with breakfast drinks, retirees with folding chairs, a local blogger talking too loudly into a lapel mic about hidden history and drought tourism.

Everyone wanted proof they had stood near the thing before someone else explained it.

That was how small towns handled wonder now. They documented first and believed later, if belief remained useful.

Nathan stood behind the sheriff's temporary barricade with a county radio clipped to his belt and dried mud on both boots. It did not. His body had performed rest and withheld all benefits.

The voice had said one word.

Cap.

He had not told anyone.

That was the second thing he noticed about the morning: how easy it was to become a liar when the truth sounded insane and also like the thing you wanted most.

Sheriff Elise Corran walked the barricade line with two deputies and the expression of a woman measuring how quickly curiosity could become a body count. She had ordered orange mesh fencing across the exposed boat ramp, posted temporary signs, and called the county emergency manager before six. None of that had stopped people from arriving. Bad news drew crowds, but miracles drew worse ones.

"Back behind the tape," Corran said to a man in a university sweatshirt who had one shoe sunk ankle-deep in mud. "That ground is unstable. I am not pulling you out because you wanted a better angle."

The man laughed like she had made a joke.

Corran did not laugh back.

He stepped behind the tape.

Nathan watched her move to the next cluster. She was compact, dark-haired, and practical, with sleeves rolled to her elbows despite the morning chill. Her uniform boots were already ruined. She did not look at the steeple unless she had to.

Nathan understood that.

Looking too long gave the mind room to make offers.

The steeple rose forty yards beyond the last safe ground, crooked but intact, its stone dark with drying lakewater. At dawn only the upper third had been visible. Around it, the drowned town spread in fragments. Chimney stubs. Fence posts. A low stone wall. The suggestion of streets under cracked mud.

Graywater was giving back architecture in pieces.

Nathan hated that word, giving.

The lake did not give. It held. It covered. If it returned anything, there would be a reason.

"Mr. Rell."

The voice came from his left.

For half a second Nathan's body responded before his mind did. His stomach dropped, his throat tightened, and every nerve turned toward the mud.

But it was only a woman holding a microphone.

Late twenties maybe, rain jacket clean enough to be new, hair pulled through the back of a cap that read NORTH GEORGIA NOW. Behind her, a man balanced a camera on his shoulder and tried to frame Nathan with the steeple rising beyond him.

"No interviews," he said.

"Just one question. You're the county's structural consultant on the exposure, correct?"

"No interviews."

"Can you confirm whether this is the original town church from before the reservoir was formed?"

Nathan looked at her long enough that the cameraman lowered the lens slightly.

"Ma'am," he said, "that mud can swallow a boot, a leg, or a person depending on how much time you give it. The safe story today is stay back."

She smiled with professional sympathy, which was the most useless kind. "People are saying the bell rang last night."

Nathan felt the word bell enter him like cold water.

"People say things."

"Did you hear anything?"

Cap.

Nathan looked past her to the steeple. Its bell opening was a black arch cut against the morning. No rope. No visible clapper. No motion. Just empty dark where sound should have been impossible.

"I heard frogs," he said.

The reporter blinked, disappointed. "Frogs?"

"Low water brings them into the shallows. They get loud."

"In a drought?"

"Especially then."

He turned away before she could ask him whether frogs knew his son's childhood nickname.

At the far end of the barricade, a boy of ten or eleven had crawled under the tape and was kneeling in the mud with one hand stretched toward a rusted weathervane half-buried near the old churchyard. His mother had her phone pointed at him, smiling as if danger made childhood more authentic.

Nathan moved before Corran could. He crossed the slick slope in long strides, grabbed the back of the boy's jacket, and hauled him upright. The mud released the child with a wet, obscene sound.

"Hey!" the mother snapped. "Don't touch him."

"Then parent him," Nathan said.

The boy stared down at the hole his knee had made. Water bubbled there, black and thick.

From inside the bubble came a whisper.

Not loud enough for the mother.

Loud enough for Nathan.

"Come look."

The boy went still.

Nathan tightened his grip on the jacket. "Did you hear that?"

The child looked up at him, eyes wide.

His mother stepped forward. "Hear what?"

Nathan pulled the boy behind the tape and released him. "Go to your car."

"Excuse me?"

Sheriff Corran arrived at his shoulder. "You heard him."

The mother looked ready to argue, then saw Corran's badge, the deputies approaching behind her, and the growing audience of cameras. Public humiliation changed people's risk tolerance quickly. She caught her son's hand and dragged him toward the road, muttering about lawsuits.

The boy looked back once.

Not at Nathan.

At the mud bubble.

It popped softly.

Nathan and Corran stood side by side until the family reached the shoulder.

"You want to tell me why you look like you saw a snake?" Corran asked.

"There are snakes out here."

"That was not an answer."

"It was a fact."

She turned toward him. "Nathan."

He did not like the way she said his name. Not familiar. Exact. Like she had already removed the easy exits from the conversation.

"The mud is unstable," he said.

"I know that. I also know you have been staring at that steeple like it owes you money or an apology. Which one is it?"

Neither, he thought.

A son.

He looked toward the road instead. More cars had arrived. A church van. Two pickup trucks. A school bus had slowed near the curve before continuing on. The story was spreading faster than the sheriff's office could contain it.

"Where's Audra?" Corran asked.

Nathan's jaw tightened. "Home."

"Good. Keep her there."

That made him look at her.

Corran's expression did not change, but something in her eyes shifted. Not fear. Recognition.

"Why?" Nathan asked.

"Because this place is going to attract grieving people, foolish people, and people who cannot tell the difference between a sign and bait. I would rather your daughter not be any of those within walking distance of unstable ground."

"Audra is not foolish."

"I did not say she was."

No, Nathan thought. You said grieving.

The steeple made a sound.

It was small at first. A settling of stone, maybe. A mineral crack in drying mortar. A sound that belonged to old buildings exposed to heat after decades underwater.

Every head turned anyway.

That was how wrongness worked. It did not need volume.

The bell opening remained dark.

The sound came again.

A low metal shift.

The crowd quieted in a widening circle. Even the reporter stopped talking.

No wind entered the bell tower.

Nathan knew that because he was watching the hanging strips of weed and fishing line caught on the stone. They did not move.

Inside the tower, something drew breath through metal.

The bell rang.

Not loud.

Not at first.

A single note rolled out over Graywater Lake, low and dark and impossibly clean. It sounded near. It sounded polished.

People cried out.

A woman dropped her phone. Someone swore. The reporter whispered, "Oh my God," and her cameraman forgot to keep filming.

The note traveled across the mud flats, up the boat ramp, into the trees, beneath the parked cars, over the cracked shoreline. Birds lifted from the far reeds in a black scatter. The orange tape snapped once though the wind had died.

Nathan could not move.

The bell rang again.

This time, the sound had names inside it.

Not spoken aloud exactly. Not yet. Nathan felt one forming in the dark of his own mouth. He clenched his teeth until his jaw hurt.

No.

Corran said, "Everybody back. Now. Deputies, move them back."

Her voice cut through the crowd, but not completely. People were no longer only afraid. They were listening. That was worse. Fear could run. Listening leaned forward.

A man in a camouflage cap stepped toward the tape. His face had gone slack.

"Donna?" he said.

A woman near the news van covered her mouth. "Mama?"

The bell rang a third time.

This note broke apart as it crossed the shore.

It became voices.

Nathan heard them bloom in the crowd one by one.

"James?"

"Baby, is that you?"

"No, no, no, she's dead."

"Daddy?"

"I heard him. I heard him."

Not one shared sound. A hundred private injuries opened at once.

Nathan stood in the middle of it, breathing through his nose, refusing the voice he knew was coming.

Then it came.

Soft. Close. Not from the tower, not from the mud, not from the crowd. From just behind his right shoulder, where Oren had once walked when he was small and wanted Nathan to think he was keeping up.

"Cap."

Nathan closed his eyes.

The world narrowed to one word.

Eight years collapsed without asking permission. Oren at nine, holding a fishing rod too large for him. Oren at eleven, sunburned and proud after steering the old aluminum boat in a straight line for almost twenty yards. Oren at thirteen, angry enough to slam doors. Oren at sixteen, too long-legged and restless, voice changing, laughing less, answering "Yes, sir" in a tone designed to make respect feel like insult.

Oren the night of the call.

Nathan opened his eyes.

"Do not answer," Corran said.

He looked at her.

Her face had gone pale.

"You heard it too," he said.

She swallowed.

The bell note lingered in the air like pressure before a storm.

"I heard something," she said.

"Who?"

Her eyes flashed. "That is not relevant."

It was. They both knew it.

Another voice rose from the mud, this one somewhere near the camo-capped man. "Tommy, please. I'm cold."

The man made a sound that was nearly a sob and moved under the tape.

A deputy caught him around the waist. Others surged forward. Not all of them. Only the ones whose faces had emptied around the voices. The crowd fractured into pullers and pulled, witnesses and almost-victims, people trying to stop loved ones from walking toward the lake and people angry at being stopped.

"Shut it down," Corran shouted. "Everyone to the road. Now. Move!"

Deputies began forcing people back. Phones rose again, greed stronger than panic. Nathan saw two teenagers laughing while filming until one of them suddenly stopped, turned toward the steeple, and whispered a name Nathan could not hear.

Then the ground near the exposed churchyard shifted.

Mud bulged upward in a line from the steeple to the shore.

Not a wave. The lakebed was too thick for waves.

Corran saw it.

"Back!" she yelled.

The mud split.

A narrow strip of darker ground appeared, running from the edge of the drowned church toward the barricade. Stones showed through the muck in irregular patches. Old brick. Gravel. A rusted metal sign, letters hidden under slime.

The camo-capped man stopped fighting.

He smiled.

"She's making a way," he said.

Nathan grabbed the man's arm before he could lunge again. "That is not your wife."

The man's head snapped toward him. His eyes were wet and furious.

"You don't know anything about my wife."

Nathan heard himself say, "I know dead people don't ask you to drown."

The words silenced the man for half a second.

Then the bell rang again.

This time the note hit Nathan so hard his knees weakened.

Oren's voice came through it.

"You didn't answer before."

Nathan's hand slipped from the stranger's sleeve.

The lake had found the sentence beneath the nickname.

Not Come home.

Not I miss you.

Not Help me.

Those might have been resisted with grief.

This was accusation.

The voice was not loud. That made it worse. Sixteen years old and proud enough to bleed inward.

"I called you, Cap."

Nathan turned toward the tower.

The bell opening waited, black and patient.

He felt Corran's hand close around his wrist.

"Nathan."

He did not answer.

He could not. All his life had narrowed to the moment his phone rang eight years ago and Oren's name appeared on the screen while Nathan stood in his kitchen with a beer sweating on the counter and anger still hot in his throat from their fight.

He had looked at the phone.

He had said, Let him sit with it.

He had let it ring.

The voicemail arrived three minutes later.

He had not listened until morning.

By then, Oren was gone.

The lake whispered, "Please."

Nathan stepped forward.

Corran yanked him back hard enough to hurt.

The pain saved him.

Not morally. Not permanently. Just enough for his body to remember that it was standing on a shore surrounded by living people.

He looked at her hand on his wrist.

Corran released him slowly.

"I told you," she said. Her voice was rough now. "Do not answer."

"How did you know?"

She did not respond.

From the road, a siren wailed. Another deputy had called for more units. Good. Practical. Too late, maybe, but practical.

The bell began to swing.

There should not have been a visible bell. From where Nathan stood, the opening had looked empty the day before. Now, as the sun climbed and light entered the arch, a shape moved in the dark. Heavy. Bronze-black. Hanging where nothing had hung at dawn.

It swung without wind.

Its mouth was not smooth.

Names covered it.

Even from forty yards away, Nathan could see them carved into the metal, layer over layer, too many to read, some old and oxidized, some bright as fresh cuts.

The bell swung once.

No clapper struck.

Still, it rang.

Each person on the shore heard the name they most wanted and least deserved.

Nathan heard Oren say, "I can still come back."

The crowd broke.

Some ran toward the road. Some surged toward the mud. Deputies could not hold everyone. The orange tape tore loose. A teenage boy screamed for someone named Aiden. The news cameraman finally remembered his work and lifted the lens with shaking hands.

Sheriff Corran drew her sidearm, then lowered it immediately because there was nothing to shoot. Authority had reached for its familiar tool and found the situation immune.

"Get them back," she ordered anyway. "Nobody goes down there."

Nathan saw the camo-capped man moving fast along the newly exposed strip of road.

No one else saw him at first. He had slipped past the deputy in the chaos, boots skidding, arms out for balance, eyes fixed on the church.

"Corran," Nathan said.

She followed his gaze.

"Tommy!" she shouted.

The man did not turn.

The mud road held his weight.

That was almost worse than if it had swallowed him. With every step, the bell gave a smaller note. Not ringing for the crowd now. Ringing for him.

A woman's voice drifted from the tower.

"Tommy, I waited."

The man began to cry.

Nathan ran.

Corran cursed and followed.

The first ten yards of mud sucked at Nathan's boots and nearly took him down. He angled for the stone patches of the exposed road. The smell grew stronger: rot, iron, stagnant water, and something sweet beneath it, like flowers left too long in a vase.

"Tommy, stop!" Corran shouted behind him.

The man reached the low wall of what must have been the churchyard. The steeple loomed above him now, taller than it had looked from the shore, its stone slick and dark, its bell swinging in the arch like a heart insisting on its own rhythm.

"Donna?" Tommy whispered.

The mud at his feet opened.

Not wide. Just enough.

A hand rose from it.

Pale. Slick. Wearing a wedding ring.

Tommy made a sound of such broken relief that Nathan knew he would not stop.

He reached down.

Nathan caught him by the back of the shirt and hauled.

For one second they were both balanced between shore and grave, Tommy straining forward, Nathan pulling back, Corran splashing toward them through the mud, the bell ringing above, the pale hand waiting open below.

Then the hand closed around Tommy's wrist.

He smiled.

"Donna," he said.

The mud took him to the elbow.

Nathan pulled harder. Corran reached them and grabbed Nathan's belt with one hand, Tommy's shoulder with the other. The three of them became one ugly, desperate line, living bodies braced against whatever waited beneath the surface.

Tommy was laughing now.

That was the worst sound.

Not screaming.

Laughing.

Like the pain had ended.

"She's warm," he said.

The mud climbed to his chest.

Corran shouted for help, but the crowd was too far, too panicked, too busy filming or fleeing or answering their own dead.

Nathan planted both boots against the stone wall and pulled until something in his back screamed.

Tommy looked at him then.

For one clear second, the trance broke.

His eyes widened.

"That's not her," he whispered.

The mud swallowed him to the throat.

Nathan lunged, caught his collar, and felt fabric tear.

Tommy disappeared.

No splash.

No final scream.

The mud closed over him with a soft, satisfied gulp.

The wedding ring hand sank last.

Corran fell backward, dragging Nathan with her. They landed hard against the churchyard wall, both gasping. Mud covered Corran's uniform from waist to boots. Nathan's hands were full of torn cloth.

The bell stopped.

For several seconds, the only sound was the crowd on the shore: crying, shouting, engines starting, a deputy calling for rope, someone asking if anyone got that on video.

Nathan stared at the place Tommy had vanished.

A bubble rose.

Popped.

From beneath the mud came Tommy's voice.

Soft.

A little confused.

"Donna?"

Corran covered her mouth with one muddy hand.

Nathan could not look away.

The lake had not returned a wife.

It had taken a husband.

And now it had his voice too.

The bell swung once above them, soundless this time.

On its dark metal surface, a new name appeared, cutting itself into bronze as if written by an invisible nail.

THOMAS WICK.

Fresh letters.

Wet shine.

Nathan staggered to his feet.

The exposed bell turned slowly in the arch though there was no wind.

One of the carved names near the rim caught the morning light.

For a moment he thought grief had made him misread it.

Then the light shifted, and the name remained.

OREN RELL.

Nathan forgot to breathe.

Corran saw it too.

"Nathan," she said.

The bell rang without moving.

This note was only for him.

Oren's voice came out of the bronze, closer than any sound had a right to be.

"You can still answer."
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Chapter Three

Audra Refuses the Shore
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Audra Rell had learned that grief made adults stupid before she was old enough to call it grief.

At eleven, she had thought adults became stupid because they were tired. Because no one slept after a child disappeared. Because casseroles filled the refrigerator until the shelves bowed and people kept knocking on the door with soft faces and paper plates. Because her father forgot to buy milk three times in one week and once put a saucepan in the freezer and stood in front of it for almost a minute, staring as if the appliance had failed him personally.

At twelve, she understood that adults became stupid because hope had a way of disguising itself as evidence.

A stranger saw a boy near a gas station forty miles away.

A wet footprint appeared on the back porch.

A child laughed behind them at the grocery store.

A radio host mentioned a missing-person tip line and her father’s head lifted like a dog hearing a whistle too high for everyone else.

By fifteen, Audra understood the worst version of it.

Now she was nineteen, sitting cross-legged on the floor of her bedroom with the curtains shut against the late afternoon glare, watching a video of Thomas Wick disappearing into ankle-deep mud while half the county screamed his name.

She had promised herself she would not watch it.

That was before the clip found every screen in town.

It appeared first as a shaky vertical video on Graywater Watch, then on three local news feeds, then on a true-crime account that called the lake “the Drowned Miracle,” then on a conspiracy page where a man with four American flags in his profile photo claimed the whole thing was a government reservoir test. By three o’clock, someone had slowed the footage down and added arrows. By four, a woman with a grief podcast had posted a prayer over it. By five, the video had captions.

THE BELL CALLED HIS DEAD WIFE.

HE ANSWERED.

THEN THE LAKE TOOK HIM.

Audra watched the clip without sound the first time.

That did not help.

Without sound, the scene looked more terrible because the people became pantomime. Deputies ran after him. Sheriff Elise Corran slipped. Nathan tried to reach him. The bell hung in the exposed tower above them, black against the bright sky.

Then Thomas lowered.

Not fast. Not like a movie sinkhole. The mud accepted him with patient pressure, rising around his boots, his calves, his knees. His mouth opened. The people at the tape moved forward and back at the same time, a crowd trying to help and protect itself from helping.

Audra paused the video before his face went under.

The screen froze on her father.

Nathan stood ten feet from Thomas, mud to his shins, one arm extended, the other hand caught in Sheriff Corran’s grip. Not fear. Not grief.

Recognition.

As if some private part of him had seen the rules before the rest of them knew there were rules.

Audra threw the phone onto her bed.

It bounced once and landed face up, still holding her father in its glass.

She hated the lake.

She hated the county for building tourist decks over a place that had eaten her brother. She hated the reservoir authority for calling drowned land recreational infrastructure. She hated news anchors who said tragedy in voices that made it sound weather-related. She hated her father’s silence, which filled every room more completely than screaming would have.

But beneath all that, under every layer of adult language she had learned to use when people asked how she was doing, the truth stayed crude and clean.

She hated the lake because Oren went into it and did not come back.

Now it was speaking with his voice.

Downstairs, the kitchen door opened.

Audra knew her father’s entrance without hearing his footsteps. The house changed around Nathan. It tightened. The air waited to see which version of him had come home.

The version that could make dinner.

The version that forgot she was in the room.

The version that stared at the sink with both hands on the counter until Audra pretended not to see.

Today, he came home slowly.

That was worse.

Audra pushed herself off the floor and went to the top of the stairs.

Nathan stood in the kitchen below, one hand braced on the back of a chair. His jeans were ruined with dried gray mud to mid-thigh.

His shirt clung to him in patches. He had not cleaned it.

Audra gripped the banister.

“Did you answer it?”

Nathan looked up.

For a second he did not seem to know what house he was in.

“No,” he said.

The answer came quickly enough to be true and late enough to be incomplete.

Audra came halfway down the stairs. “Did you want to?”

He looked toward the sink.

There it was.

Adults were so stupid with their faces.

“Nathan.”

His eyes moved back to her.

She almost never used his name. Dad was easier, smaller, less dangerous. Nathan was what her mother had called him when argument had moved past correction into injury. But her mother had left Graywater two years after Oren disappeared, taking a job in another state and sending birthday checks that arrived three days early because lateness had become unforgivable in their family.

Nathan swallowed.

“Yes,” he said.

Audra came down the rest of the stairs.

The house smelled of old coffee, lake mud, and the lavender cleaner she used because it made their life seem briefly less abandoned.

“You wanted to answer.”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

She studied him.

Nathan had always been hard to catch in a lie because he rarely used them. He preferred omission. A lie required architecture. Omission only required leaving a door closed.

“What did he say?” she asked.

His face changed.

Audra knew then that whatever she had feared was smaller than what he had heard.

“Audra—”

“No. Don’t use that voice.”

“What voice?”

“The one that says you’re trying to protect me when you’re actually protecting yourself from saying it.”

He looked down at his hands.

There was mud under his nails. Graywater mud, dried into the half-moons of his fingers.

“He called me Cap,” Nathan said.

Audra closed her eyes.

The nickname entered the kitchen and changed the size of it.

Oren had invented it after Nathan taught him to steer the old aluminum fishing boat around the cove, back when the lake had been nothing more complicated than water and light. He had called Nathan Captain Dad for two weeks, then Captain Nate for one summer, then Cap after he decided affection had to be shortened or it became embarrassing.

Audra had forgotten the first versions.

She wished she had forgotten the last.

“Everyone knows that?” she asked.

“No.”

“Mom?”

“She might.”

“Did she ever call you that?”

“No.”

Audra opened her eyes.

Nathan looked ruined by the answer.

Good, she thought.

Then hated herself.

Because that was how the lake began, wasn’t it? Not with possession or monsters or rotten hands rising from the mud. With a thought so ugly and human you wanted someone else to have put it there.

“People online are saying Thomas Wick came back,” she said.

“He didn’t.”

“How do you know?”

Nathan looked at her.

“Because I heard him after.”

Audra stepped back.

The kitchen seemed to lengthen between them.

“What do you mean?”

“After the mud took him.” Nathan’s voice dropped. “His voice came up. Calling Donna.”

Audra felt the room go cold under her skin.

Donna Wick had been dead for three years. Everyone knew that. She had sold pies at the church bazaar back when Graywater still had enough churchgoing people to justify bazaars. Thomas had sat beside her booth every fall in a folding chair, pretending he was only there to help make change, though everyone understood he liked being near her.

If the lake had called him in Donna’s voice, then taken Thomas, and then used Thomas’s voice—

Audra shook her head before the thought completed.

“No.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.” Her voice rose. “Because if you knew, you would not be standing there looking like you’re still deciding whether it was worth it.”

Nathan flinched.

That one landed.

She was glad.

She was sorry.

Both were true, which made neither useful.

The phone on her bed began ringing upstairs.

Audra and Nathan looked up at the same time.

The sound was ordinary enough to make her furious. A bright manufactured chime, cheerful and stupid, bouncing down the stairwell as if phones had not become the newest way the lake could enter a house.

“Don’t answer,” Nathan said.

Audra laughed once.

It came out sharp. “Now you understand phones?”

The ringing stopped.

Then started again.

Nathan moved toward the stairs.

Audra stepped in front of him.

“It’s my phone.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to me.”

“Audra.”

She turned and ran upstairs before he could stop her.

The phone lay on her bed, screen lit.

UNKNOWN CALLER.

No number.

No location.

No little map dot. No spam warning. Just those two words and the pulsing green button asking to be touched.

Nathan reached the doorway behind her, breathing hard.

“Do not answer it.”

Audra stared at the screen.

It rang in her hand.

The vibration moved through her palm into the bones of her wrist.

“Do you think it’s him?” Nathan asked.

The question was so soft, so naked, that Audra turned on him.

“Listen to yourself.”

He looked ashamed before she finished.

Good, she thought again.

Stop, she told herself.

The phone rang.

Audra let it.

After the sixth ring, the call went to voicemail.

For one breath, nothing happened.

Then the phone chimed.

New voicemail.

Neither of them moved.

The house had become too quiet. Not just the rooms. The refrigerator seemed to have stopped humming. The air conditioner paused mid-cycle. Outside, the cicadas cut off as if someone had lowered a hand over the world.

Nathan said, “Give it to me.”

“No.”

“Audra, please.”

She hated the please most.

Please was the voice he used when he had already lost something and was bargaining with the next loss.

“It called me,” she said.

“That does not make it yours.”

She looked down at the voicemail notification.

Unknown Caller. 00:08.

Eight seconds.

Oren had been gone eight
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