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This is a gothic slasher romance and contains material that may be distressing to some readers. Please read with care.

Contains: supernatural horror and sustained dread; murder and drowning, including on-page death and peril; the historical drowning of a man and references to the murder of children (described, not depicted graphically); grief and bereavement; mob violence and small-town complicity; and open-door sexual content between the central couple.

The central romance resolves in a guaranteed happily-ever-after. This is a standalone novel within an ongoing series.

Still water keeps the longest.

— saying carved into the old dam at Mercy

PROLOGUE

The Last Service

I am nine years old the day they drown a man in the church, and my mother keeps her hand on my shoulder the whole time so that I cannot turn away.

The valley is already half gone. For a week the dam has been holding back the river that used to run gentle through our town, and the water has crept up the streets the way a tide comes in, slow enough that you can watch a thing you know and still not believe it. The Hendrys’ porch is under. The schoolyard is a pond with a swing set standing in it, the seats just breaking the surface, turning when there is no wind. Everyone who is leaving has left. We are the ones who stayed to see it finished.

They said it would be a service. That is the word my father used at breakfast, a service, and I pictured hymns and the good dress my mother laid out the night before. I did not picture the rope. I did not picture the chair they carried down to the water’s edge, or the man tied to it, or the brass helmet at his feet catching the last of the daylight like something pulled up out of a wreck.

His name is Elias. I know this because the men say it the way you say a word you want to be rid of. He came to Mercy in the spring with the dam crew, a diver, a man who went down into the river to set the charges and the gates, who knew the bottom of our valley better than any of us knew the top. He has a quiet voice. He fixed the latch on our gate once and let me hold the wrench. My mother told me afterward to wash my hands.

Now he sits in the chair at the edge of the rising water with his wrists bound behind him, and he is not begging. That is the part I will carry for the rest of my long life, the part I will still be holding when I am an old woman alone in a house on the shore. He does not beg. He looks at the men of my town, at my father and the Hendrys and old Mr. Halloway who wears his badge to do it, and then he looks past them, and he finds me.

A nine-year-old girl in a good dress, held in place by her mother’s hand.

He does not look away from me, and so I cannot look away from him, and between us in that moment passes something I have no word for at nine and only one word for at seventy. He knows. He knows what they are burying with him, and he knows it is not the truth.

“You have the wrong man,” he says, not loud. The water is at the church steps now.

“We have a man,” my father answers, and that is somehow worse than any name.

They put the helmet on him last. I think even then a part of me believed it was mercy, that the brass dome with its little round window was meant to let him breathe down there, the way it let him breathe when he worked the bottom of the river. I was nine. I did not understand yet that you can take the one thing that ever kept a person alive and make it the thing that kills him. They seal it at the collar. They run the chains from the chair through the church doors and around the altar rail, and they carry him in, and the water follows them up the aisle like a guest arriving late.

My mother does not flinch. I look up at her because I am a child and a child looks to her mother to know how to feel, and her face is calm. Not grieving. Not even hard. Calm, the way a person is calm when a thing is going exactly as they arranged. I did not understand that either. It would take me forty years to understand it, and by then she would be dead and I would be the only one left who knew.

The men come out of the church. They do not come out with Elias.

The water takes the bottom step, and the next, and reaches the doorway, and goes in. Somewhere inside, the chains pull taut. I hear them. Over the sound of all that water I hear iron go tight against the altar of God, and I hear, once, the dull bronze knock of a fist in a brass helmet striking a door that will not open.

Then the bell.

The church at Mercy has a bell that a man has to pull to ring, and no man is pulling it. But the water has reached the rope where it hangs coiled inside the tower, and the rising of it, the weight and the current of a whole drowned valley moving through the open doors, lifts the rope and lets it fall, lifts and lets fall, and the bell begins to ring. Slow. Uneven. A toll with no hand behind it.

It is the last sound Old Mercy ever makes above the water.

I stand on the bank and I listen to a dead town ring itself under, and my mother’s hand is warm on my shoulder, and the brass helmet’s little window is the last thing to go, a coin of light sinking, and the man behind it is looking up through the green at a nine-year-old girl he chose to be his witness.

Take what they took, the water says. I am the only one who hears it. I will hear it every dry year for the rest of my life.

The steeple goes under at dusk. They build the new Mercy up on the high shore where the dam keeps the lake full and the past politely drowned, and we never speak of the service again, and I grow up and grow old in the shadow of a thing I watched and did not stop, and I keep the water high. As high as I can, for as long as I can. Because I know what is waiting at the bottom of it, patient as only the dead are patient, for the day the level drops and the doors come open and Old Mercy is allowed, at last, to ring.

I am Augusta Calloway. I kept it down for sixty years.

I am sorry, Wren. I left you the only thing that can end it, and the only thing that can end you. I could not tell you while I lived. You would not have come.

You will come now.

PART ONE
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CHAPTER ONE

Home Is a Body You Bury

Mercy is the kind of town you only come back to for a funeral, and I have managed nine years without one.

The road in hasn’t changed. It runs along the high shoulder of the valley with the lake on my left the whole way down, and I drive it with both hands on the wheel and the radio off, because the radio went to static a mile back and I would rather have the silence than listen to it try. The trees lean in. The light comes through them in pieces. I am twenty-seven years old and my stomach is doing the exact thing it did when I was eighteen and driving the other way, fast, swearing I would never see this place again.

I keep that promise the way most people keep that kind of promise. Right up until the phone rings.

Augusta Calloway. My grandmother. Deceased, the man from the county said, in the careful voice they use, and then a lot of words about arrangements and a house and a will, and the only one that landed was house, because I did not know she still had it, and I did not know she had left it to me, and I did not know why a woman who let me leave at eighteen without a single phone call would want me back at all, even dead.

So here I am. Coming back to Mercy for a body, the way you do.

The first thing I see when the trees finally break is that the lake is wrong.

I slow the car without deciding to. On my left, where there should be water clear up to the tree line, where there has always been water, a flat black sheet of it stretching to the dam, there is instead a wide pale shoulder of mud and dead grass and the gray skeletons of trees that drowned so long ago they have gone the color of bone. The waterline has pulled back forty feet, fifty, more. It has left behind a thing that looks less like a shore than like a wound that scabbed over wrong. Stumps stand in rows where a forest used to be. A boat ramp runs down and down and ends in nothing, in air, the lake having retreated so far that the ramp no longer reaches it.

I have never seen the lake low. Not once, in all the years I lived here. My grandmother kept the dock painted with a little ruler of marks, a homemade gauge, and the water always sat at the top of it. I used to think it was just a thing old people did, like the salt she swept across the threshold, like the room she kept locked. I used to think a lot of things were just things old people did.

The radio comes back on by itself. Static, then a voice, a man reading the weather in the flat county drawl, driest autumn on record, reservoir at its lowest level since the dam was completed, residents advised, and then static again before I learn what residents are advised. I turn it off with one knuckle. My hand is not quite steady and I tell myself it is the long drive.

That is when I see the steeple.

Out in the middle of the lake, where the water still holds but barely, something is breaking the surface that should not be there. At first I take it for a dead tree, the tallest of the drowned ones. Then the road bends and the angle changes and it resolves, and the bottom drops out of me, because it is not a tree. It is a spire. A church steeple, black with sixty years of water, leaning a few degrees off true, with the stub of a cross still bolted to the top of it and a dark slot near the peak where a bell would hang. It stands up out of the lake like a finger pointing at the sky, and around its base the water moves in a way the rest of the lake does not, a slow circling, as though something down there is still draining, still settling, still coming up.

I do not remember a church in the lake. No one ever told me there was a town down there. You grow up on a shore and you are told the lake is a lake, the dam is the dam, the past is the past, and you believe it because why would you not. I sit in my idling car on the high road and I look at a drowned steeple I was never told about, and a cold understanding moves through me that has no shape yet, only weight: that I have come home to a place that has been keeping something under the water, and the water is letting go.

A horn behind me. I have stopped in the middle of the road.

I lift a hand to the truck in my mirror and pull off onto the gravel, and the truck rolls past slow, and the man driving it turns his head and looks at me. Not the polite half-glance you give a stranger. A long look, the kind that takes inventory. He is older, weathered, and on the door of his truck is a faded county seal and the word MERCY and under it SHERIFF’S DEPT, and his eyes go from my face to my plates and back, and he does not nod, and he does not smile. He just looks at me the way you look at a thing you were hoping would not arrive, and then he drives on toward town.

I sit on the gravel with my heart going and the steeple out there in the corner of my eye, patient.

“Welcome home,” I say to no one.

The town, when I reach it, has shrunk the way places do when you have grown. The same single main street, the same hardware store and the same church, the new church, the one up on the dry hill that they must have built when they drowned the old one. The diner is still on the corner with its red sign, ROADHOUSE, the D burned out so it reads ROAHOUSE, the way it has my whole life. There are more empty windows than I remember. There is a flyer taped inside the diner glass, hand-lettered, and as I park I can read enough of it through the window to catch the words TOWN MEETING and WATER and PLEASE.

I do not go in yet. I sit in the car a moment longer and I make myself breathe, and I look down Main toward where the land falls away to the lake, and from here, between two buildings, I can see a sliver of the low water and the bone-gray stumps and, far out, the leaning black steeple.

A woman comes out of the diner with a coffee pot still in her hand, as if she forgot she was holding it, and she stands on the sidewalk and looks at my car, and her face does something complicated. She is sixty, maybe more, an apron and a gray braid and a face that has spent a lot of years being kind in a place that did not always deserve it. She knows the car. Or she knows me. Her mouth opens and shapes a word, and even through the glass and the distance I can read it, because it is my own name, and because the way she says it is not a greeting.

It is a warning.

Wren.

I get out of the car. The air off the lake is colder than autumn should be, and it smells like the bottom of things, like mud and old iron and something underneath that, sweetish, that I do not let myself name. Down the hill the water sits low in its wound. Out in the middle of it the steeple leans, and I would swear, I would swear on the grandmother I am here to bury, that the dark slot at the top of it where the bell should be is not empty.

That something up there is moving.

The woman with the coffee pot crosses the street toward me, fast for her age, and she takes my arm before I can speak, and her grip is hard, and her voice when it comes is low and quick and meant for me alone.

“You shouldn’t have come back this year, honey,” Mari says. “Not this year. The water’s down.”

Behind her, far out on the lake, the old bell tolls once, under the surface, with no hand to ring it.

And I am home.

CHAPTER TWO

The Calloway House

Wren

My grandmother’s house has its back to the town and its face to the water, the way she did.

It sits at the end of a gravel road that gives out into a yard of weeds and one bent apple tree, a narrow two-story the color of a storm coming, and the moment I see it the nine years fall away and I am small again and afraid of it, the way I was always a little afraid of it, the way you are afraid of a person who loves you without ever once being warm. I park beside the porch. I sit there until the engine ticks itself quiet. Then I make myself get out, because the alternative is driving back up the road, and I have already proven I will do that, and look how it turned out.

The key the county gave me is heavy and old and turns hard. The door opens onto the smell of her. Lavender and woodsmoke and underneath it the lake, always the lake, soaked into the boards. For a second the hallway is so completely my grandmother that I expect her voice from the kitchen, sharp, telling me to wipe my feet, and the absence of it is its own kind of sound.

Then I see the salt.

It runs in an unbroken white line across the threshold under my shoes. I step over it without deciding to, the way your body knows to step over a snake before your mind has named it, and once I am inside I see that the line is everywhere. Across every windowsill. Along the base of every exterior wall. Poured in careful unbroken courses that someone laid down on her hands and knees, recently, the grains still bright and dry, not the gray clumped salt of something done years ago. My grandmother salted this house like a wound the week before she died.

I tell myself old women do strange things. I have been telling myself that my whole life about this house, and I am starting to understand that I was being lied to, gently, by my own mind.

The kitchen is where she left it for me.

I know it is for me because my name is on it. A single sheet of her stationery, weighted under the sugar bowl so the lake draft would not take it, and at the top in her hard slanted hand: WREN. I stand over it for a long moment before I pick it up, because some part of me already knows that reading it is a door I cannot close again.

*Wren.

If you are reading this the lawyers found you and I am gone and the water is low, because those three things only happen together. I am sorry for all of it. I will be sorry where I am going. Here is what you must do.

1. Keep every door and window salted. Mend any line you break. Do this first, before dark, every day.

2. Watch the gauge on the dock. Keep the water above the red. You will not be able to. I could not, at the end. I am telling you anyway so you know what you are losing as you lose it.

3. When Old Mercy comes up, do not go down to it. Whatever you hear. Whatever it sounds like. Especially if it sounds like me.

4. The room at the end of the hall is yours now. The key is where you used to hide from me. You will understand when you are ready and not one minute before, and I am sorry for that too.

Forgive me if you can. I kept it down as long as I had the strength. Now it is yours, because there is no one else of our blood left, and it has to be our blood. It always had to be our blood.

G.*

I read it twice. The second time my hands are not steady, and this time I do not blame the drive.

The room at the end of the hall is locked. I try it anyway, the way you try a thing the dead have told you not to try, and the knob does not give, and the salt is heaviest here, a thick white border all the way around the door, even across the top of the frame where she would have needed the step stool, an old woman on a step stool salting a lintel against something. The key is where I used to hide from her. I know exactly where that is, the gap behind the loose baseboard in my old room upstairs, and I stand in the hall and I do not go up to get it. Not yet. It is an hour to dusk and her first rule is in my head, do this first, before dark, and I find that I believe her about the dark the way I have never believed her about anything.

So I go out to the dock instead, while there is still light, to find the gauge.

The dock runs out over what used to be water and is now a long slope of cracked mud studded with the gray stumps of the drowned forest. At the end of it, on the last piling, my grandmother painted her ruler. I have seen it a thousand times and never once read it, because the water was always at the top. Now the water is forty feet down the slope, a sullen brown edge far below, and the whole gauge stands naked in the air, and I walk out and read it from the top down like a thermometer of a fever breaking the wrong way.

The marks are years. Each one a waterline, each one a date, going down. 1974. 1981. 1998. The dry years, I understand. The years it dropped. Lower and lower as the marks go down the piling toward the mud, and near the very bottom, below all the dates, there is a single mark painted red, thick, gone over many times, and beside it in her hand one word.

DEADLOW.

The water tonight is two feet above the red.

I stand at the end of my dead grandmother’s dock over a drowned forest and I look at how little water is left between the lake and a red line a frightened woman painted at the bottom of the world, and out past the stumps, out where the lake still holds, the black steeple leans up into the dusk, and the circling at its base is wider than it was this afternoon. I am sure of it. The wound is opening.

I salt the doors before I go to town. I do it on my hands and knees in the last of the light, mending the line where my own feet broke it, and I hate that I do it, and I do not stop.

*   *   *   
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THE DINER IS THE ONLY thing on Main with its lights on.

I go in because I have not eaten since the state line and because I cannot sit in that house yet with the salt and the note and the gauge, and the little bell over the door announces me to a room that goes quiet in a way rooms do not go quiet for strangers. Four faces turn. Four faces decide, one after another, that they know exactly whose granddaughter I am, and look back down at their coffee. The quiet that follows is not empty. It is full of everything they are not saying.

Mari comes around the counter with the pot still in her hand. Up close she is older than she looked across the street, and there is a kindness worn deep into her that the town has clearly tested. She sets me at the end of the counter, away from the others, and she pours me coffee I did not order, and she says, low, “I’m sorry about Augusta. She was a hard woman and she earned the right to be.”

“Did she,” I say.

Mari looks at me a moment. “You don’t remember any of it,” she says, not a question. “You were always up at that house with her, but you don’t remember.” She glances at the window, at the dark coming down over the lake. “She kept it from you on purpose. Maybe that was a kindness.”

“Mari.” I keep my voice even. “There’s a town in the lake. There’s a church steeple out there I have never been told about in my life. The water’s dropping toward a red line my grandmother painted at the bottom of a piling, and she left me a note about salt. So whatever the town is doing right now, pretending I’m a ghost, I’m done with it. What happened here?”

The men at the other end have stopped pretending not to listen.

Mari sets the pot down. For a second I think she is going to tell me. Then her eyes move past my shoulder, out the window to the dark shore below the town, and whatever she sees there closes her face like a hand closing.

“Eat,” she says. “Then go home and salt your doors and stay inside till the sun’s up. That’s all the town’s doing. That’s all anybody’s doing this year.” She lowers her voice further, so it is only for me. “And if you see anybody out on the dry ground after dark, anybody at all, you do not go to them. I don’t care who they look like.”

“Who would they look like?”

But she has already turned away, and the bell over the door rings as one of the men leaves fast without finishing his coffee, and through the window I watch him not walk to a truck but stand on the sidewalk and stare down the hill at the lake, the way you stare at a stove you think you left on.

I follow his eyes.

Down on the exposed lakebed, far out among the bone-gray stumps where no one should be standing because there is nothing out there but mud and the long drop to the water, a man is standing. Just standing. Tall, still, his back to the town, facing the steeple. The light is almost gone and I cannot see him well, only that he is there, where the note said not to go, motionless on the floor of a drowned world.

Behind me the diner has gone silent again. And Mari, without turning around, without looking, says one word into the quiet, low and bitter and afraid, the way you say the name of a thing you have decided to hate so you do not have to be sorry for it.

“Crane.”

CHAPTER THREE

The Pariah

Silas

The water has not been this low in my lifetime, and the dead have not been this loud.

I stand on the lakebed where the shore used to be and I let the voice work at me, because there is no use pretending I cannot hear it. It comes up through the mud and through the soles of my boots and into the long bones of my legs, the way cold does, the way grief does. It does not use words, exactly. It is older than words. But if I had to give it a shape it would be a hand pressing on the inside of my skull, patient, and the pressure means the same thing it has meant every dry year of my life, only stronger now, much stronger, because the water has never let it get this close to the doors before.

Soon, the pressure says. Soon the doors. Soon what they took.

“I know,” I tell it, out loud, because there is no one out here to think me mad. “I know what you want.”

I have been keeping the town off the shore for three weeks. It is the only thing I am good for. They will not let me near the dam controls, the county sees to that, a Crane does










[image: ]
























What the Water Gives Back
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Salt and Iron



























First Blood
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The Devil You’re Warned About


























Run Deep
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