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Prologue
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The fog moved like a living thing. It curled around the trees, slithered over the cobblestones, and drifted across the surface of the lake as though it had a purpose—an intent.

Eva had never seen fog like this. It didn’t lift with the dawn or thin with the rising sun. It stayed heavy and gray, pressing down on the world like a second skin. And when it whispered—yes, it whispered—she couldn’t tell if the sound came from the water or from somewhere inside her own head.

She stood at the shore, her boots sinking slightly into the wet earth, staring at the black mirror of the lake. The village behind her was silent, too silent. No dog barked, no door creaked, no voices rose in morning greeting. Only the faint sound of a bell—impossible, since the bell tower had been sealed for decades—echoed through the mist.

She turned her head sharply, straining to hear it again. One long toll, drawn out like a sigh. The second didn’t follow.

Eva’s breath came fast and shallow. Her instincts screamed that she shouldn’t be here. That she should turn back, pack her bags, leave this cursed place to its silence. But instincts didn’t stop her before, and they wouldn’t stop her now.

She walked closer to the water.

The mist parted for her, as if it had been waiting. Beneath the shifting veil, she caught glimpses of rooftops—black, skeletal outlines just below the surface. For a heartbeat, she thought she saw windows. Faces pressed against the glass.

Her chest tightened. The stories had been true, then. The drowned village wasn’t a legend. It was still here, preserved in the lake’s depths, waiting to be remembered.

A ripple disturbed the water, circling outward. Eva froze. It wasn’t from a stone, and it wasn’t from the wind. Something moved beneath the surface, too steady, too deliberate.

She stepped back, heart pounding. And then she heard it again.

The bell.

This time, closer.

Not from the lake. Not from the ruins.

From behind her.

Eva turned slowly, every nerve alight with dread. Through the fog, the outline of the old church emerged. The tower loomed, boarded windows like blind eyes. She knew no bell could hang there anymore—every villager she had spoken to had sworn it was gone, silenced forever.

And yet...

The toll rolled through the air once more, deep and mournful, vibrating through her bones.

The fog thickened, swallowing the sound, swallowing her.

And in the sudden hush that followed, Eva understood one thing with perfect clarity.

The silence here wasn’t natural.

It was chosen.

And someone, somewhere, was determined to keep it.
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




The bus groaned as it climbed the final stretch of road, gears grinding against the incline. Eva sat near the back, her small suitcase pressed against her knees, watching the fog thicken with each turn. It was as if the world itself was dissolving, swallowed whole by a gray veil.

The driver didn’t speak. He hadn’t spoken since she boarded two hours ago, except for the muttered announcement of her stop. His hands gripped the wheel tightly, and every so often his eyes flicked to the mirror as though checking on her, or perhaps on the empty seats around her.

The bus jerked to a halt.

“This is it,” he said at last, his voice low and flat.

Eva rose, steadying herself on the worn leather seat. “Thank you.”

The driver didn’t respond. He only stared straight ahead as she stepped off the bus and onto the narrow strip of gravel that passed for a station. The engine coughed once, twice, and then the bus lumbered away, swallowed by fog before it had gone a hundred yards.

Silence closed in.

Eva shifted her suitcase to her side and looked around. A dirt path wound toward the village, its outline barely visible through the mist. Wooden houses slumped against one another, their roofs slick with damp, their windows shuttered. Smoke should have curled from chimneys, voices should have echoed between walls. Instead, the place felt deserted, though she knew it wasn’t.

Her boots crunched on the gravel as she walked. The fog seemed to cling to her clothes, her skin, even her breath.

The first villager she saw was a woman sweeping her porch. She was tall and thin, her hair pinned into a severe knot, her dress gray as the mist around them. She paused when she noticed Eva, her broom hovering mid-sweep. Their eyes met. The woman’s gaze was neither curious nor welcoming—it was heavy, as though weighing Eva and finding her lacking.

“Good morning,” Eva offered.

The woman didn’t reply. She lowered her eyes to the ground and resumed sweeping, each stroke sharp and deliberate.

Eva kept walking.

The path led her deeper into the village, where narrow alleys branched off like veins. She glimpsed other figures behind curtains or doorways, watching her pass. No one spoke. No one waved. Their silence was thicker than the fog itself.

At the center of the village stood a square, though it felt more like a hollow. The cobblestones were cracked, the fountain at its heart dry and choked with moss. And towering over it all was the church.

Its steeple rose into the mist, the top lost in the gray. The windows were boarded, the doors chained shut. A sign of abandonment, or of something kept inside. Eva couldn’t tell which unsettled her more.

She drew in a slow breath, forcing herself to move. Her lodging had been arranged—an inn at the edge of the square. Its wooden sign swung listlessly, the paint faded: The Swan.

Eva pushed the door open.

A small bell above the frame chimed, startling in the stillness. The inn smelled of damp wood and something faintly metallic, like rust. The common room was dim, lit by a single oil lamp on the counter. Behind it stood a woman in her fifties, her face pale and lined, her eyes quick and darting.

“You must be Eva,” the innkeeper said.

The voice, though quiet, carried relief—as if breaking the silence was itself dangerous.

“Yes,” Eva replied. “I reserved a room?”

The woman nodded. “Room three. Up the stairs, second door on the left.” She slid a key across the counter. Her fingers trembled as they withdrew.

Eva hesitated. “It’s very quiet here.”

The woman’s eyes flicked to the window, then back to Eva. “We value peace.”

Something in her tone suggested it was not peace by choice, but by necessity.

Eva carried her suitcase upstairs. The narrow hallway groaned under her steps, each board creaking like a sigh. Her room was small but tidy: a narrow bed, a wooden dresser, a single chair by the window. She dropped her suitcase on the floor and let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding.

From the window, she could just make out the lake. It lay beyond the houses, dark and still, the fog curling over it like smoke. For a moment she thought she saw rooftops beneath the surface, but when she blinked, they were gone.

She turned away quickly.

That night, she lay awake long after the inn had gone silent. The mattress sagged beneath her, the air thick and damp. She tried to tell herself it was only fatigue, only nerves. But when the bell tolled—low, distant, and impossibly real—her heart seized in her chest.

The sound came not once, but three times.

Each toll deeper, heavier, until the air itself seemed to vibrate.

And then, silence.

Eva sat up, clutching the blanket to her chest.

No footsteps followed, no voices, no explanation. Only the fog pressing against the window, and the certainty that the village had been waiting for her arrival.
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Chapter 2
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The bus strained up the last hill like a tired animal, gears gnashing as gray country gave way to grayer. Eva sat with her suitcase pressed between her boots, counting the rhythm of the engine to hold back the feeling that they were driving not through miles but through a long, unblinking stare. The fog outside had no texture—no beads of moisture, no drifting tatters—just an even shroud that pressed its forehead against the glass and breathed there.

Across the aisle, a row of seats collapsed into themselves, their cushions split and pouting yellow foam. A scar of tape held the window latch in place. The driver kept glancing at the mirror. He never looked directly at her, only at the space near her shoulder, as if she were something reflected rather than present.

When the bus finally ground to a stop, it did so with a weary shiver. The road ended in a patch of wet gravel and a crooked wooden sign, its paint peeled down to ghost letters. If it once welcomed visitors, it had forgotten how.

“This is your stop,” the driver said. His voice sounded as though it had been kept folded in a drawer for too long.

“Thank you,” Eva replied, and stood.

Her suitcase was heavier than she remembered. She hauled it down the steps and onto the gravel. The door hissed shut at her back. For a breath she expected the driver to add some warning—to tell her that the fog got worse at night, that the lake swallowed things, that the village had a particular way of keeping to itself—but he said nothing. The bus roared, lurched, and vanished into the white, leaving behind a sigh of diesel that layered itself over the smell of wet earth.

Silence collected quickly, like dust. The only sound was the faint drip of water from branches she could not see. Eva adjusted the strap of her coat and started forward, following the suggestion of a road more than the road itself. It led her down a slow decline, the gravel underfoot dissolving into mud that remembered boot prints from other mornings. The fog squeezed closer as she walked, until depth itself felt unreliable; a fence post ten feet away had the same presence as the church steeple she would glimpse later—both flattened into the same soft insistence: near, but not to be touched.

Houses grew out of the fog in reluctant pieces: first a roof edge, then a window frame beaded with moisture, then a sagging porch. Their wood had the gray of drowned things. Curtains shifted, not enough to admit light, only enough to suggest the movement of a hand. Eva had seen this posture in other towns when she’d asked questions people preferred not to hear: bodies leaning back into shadow while eyes remained forward.

A woman stood on a small stoop sweeping at nothing. The broom’s bristles whispered over boards already clean. The woman’s hair was a pinched knot, iron-gray, her mouth a line drawn to keep words from spilling out and being caught. She paused as Eva approached. The fog limned her lashes, each hair a wet filament.

“Good morning,” Eva offered, because sometimes the simplest shape of politeness made new shapes possible.

The woman’s eyes touched Eva’s and flinched away. She resumed sweeping, faster. A splinter rose from the porch and stuck the broom; she pried it out with her thumb and flicked it into the yard, a small, angry motion.

All right, Eva thought, later.

The lane opened into a square like a palm held out to be read. Cobblestones had heaved and settled out of patience with each other, leaving gaps where water gathered. The square held its breath. On one side, a boarded window wore a lace of lichen. On another stood a noticeboard with a single sheet of paper under glass—there were no words on it, only the faint rectangle left where words had been.

Opposite her, the church rose, the steeple tucked into fog as if shamed by its height. Its door was double and wooden, the kind built not to be opened but to be proved closed. A chain ran through the handles, not new, not old, but attended: its links had been oiled recently. The bell tower’s louvers were nailed shut; a gull had tried to perch on one and left a white smear that made the nailing more obvious. The church had an expression, if buildings could: not pious, not welcoming. Guarded.

The inn crouched across from it, a long, low building with a sloped roof and a sign swinging on frayed rope: The Swan. The painted bird had faded until only the curve of the neck remained, an elegant question mark.

Eva crossed the square. The door protested with a damp groan when she pushed it open. Warmth lifted from the dim interior like breath off a cup of tea. It smelled faintly of iron—the radiators—and dried thyme. A small bell chimed above the door, the cheerful sound at odds with the hush that followed it. A figure straightened behind the counter: a woman in her fifties with a face that had put up with a lot and chosen not to mention most of it.

“You’ll be Eva,” the woman said, and only when she spoke did Eva realize the village had so far been absent of human voices. Hers sounded thin in the room, like a thread pulled through heavy cloth.

“I will,” Eva said, smiling a little. “Room?”

“Three,” the woman replied. “End of the hall, left side. Bed’s firm. Window sticks if you push it down too hard—lift first. Breakfast at seven.” She slid a key across the counter, a long brass thing with teeth like a small skyline.

“Thank you.” Eva set her suitcase down, then glanced back toward the door. The square wasn’t visible from here; fog had pressed itself against the glass like a curious cat. “It’s quiet.”

“We like quiet,” the woman said. She said it the way a person might say we like roofs or we like air. A necessity, not a preference.

“I’m Eva.” She offered her hand.

“Marla.” The woman hesitated, then set her palm lightly against Eva’s for the half-second required by politeness. Her skin was cold, as though water ran just beneath it rather than blood. “You’re here... visiting?”

“Working,” Eva said. “It won’t take much from anyone. I just have a few questions, some records to look at, if there are any. I write pieces on local histories—folklore, sometimes.” She kept her tone gentle and her words nonthreatening. People who had learned to mistrust questions often found comfort in folklore. Stories were safer than facts even when they were the same thing.

Marla’s mouth twitched. “We don’t have much of either. Folklore or facts.”

“Everyone does,” Eva said softly. “They just forget where they keep it.”

Marla’s glance slid to the small door that led behind the counter, then up the stairs. “Dinner’s at six. If you miss it, there’s bread and cheese. Beer if you drink it.”

“I don’t,” Eva said, then added, “thank you.”

Marla’s attention sharpened as though this last bit mattered. “Tea, then.”

“Please.”

Upstairs the corridor bent twice, as if embarrassed by how short it was. The carpet held footprints even after no one walked there. Room Three was at the end, just as Marla had said. The key turned grudgingly, a metal throat clearing, and the door opened on a narrow space that had everything necessary and nothing more. The window was small, its glass old enough to warp the view into a watery version of itself. When she lifted the sash, fog reached in as if to pet the sill; the cold slid over her fingers with an intimacy that surprised her. From here, the lake was only a darker piece of gray stitched to the village’s edge.

She unpacked in the way travelers do when they aren’t sure how long they’ll stay: half of the clothes hung, half left in the case like the remainder of a thought. On the dresser she set her notebook, its black cover scuffed at the corners. The first page had already been dated two days earlier in a bus station café: Echo, Lake District—Or whatever the village prefers to call itself. Under that: Find the church records if they exist. Ask about bell. She drew a line through the last note—not because the bell was irrelevant, but because the sight of the chained doors downstairs had told her that asking directly would be as effective as asking the fog to step aside.

She made tea with the kettle on the radiator, watching the window glass blink with condensation. Across the room the mirror reflected her as if someone else had borrowed her shape: dark hair pulled back with a rubber band she’d found on the bus seat; a coat one shade lighter than the fog; eyes that always drifted to corners first. She had stopped apologizing for those eyes years ago. They were simply how she had been built—like a door that happened to open inward.

By late afternoon the village was a set of smudges. Eva ventured back downstairs. The common room had acquired three men in wool caps and a woman with a baby whose small sighs felt like the first honest sound of the day. Conversation existed, barely, in little seed-like exchanges: “Weather’ll hold,” “Road’s soft,” “She’s sleeping.” Eva’s presence made the sentences untie themselves and disappear. She took a table near the window, kept her notebook closed, and let her attention settle like dust on a shelf: quiet, unassuming, everywhere.

Marla set a bowl of root stew in front of her and a heel of bread on a plate. “We don’t often get visitors,” she said, almost conversationally.

“Because of the weather?” Eva asked. “Or because there’s nothing to see?”

Marla looked toward the window, where nothing could be seen with particular enthusiasm. “Both.” She tugged at her apron string—a small, fretful movement. “You said folklore. What kind?”

“The kind that tells people why they are the way they are,” Eva said. “There’s always a story under the story. I follow those.”

“We don’t tell stories,” Marla said. She tried to make it sound like modesty and failed. It sounded like an oath.

“Everyone does,” Eva said again, gently. “Sometimes they only whisper them.” She tore the bread, dipped it into the stew. The taste was honest: salt, carrot, a shy herb—thyme, again—and a heat that admitted what it was and didn’t pretend to be more.

One of the men at the bar turned on his stool to look at her. His eyes were a gray that had made a truce with blue. “You’re a writer,” he said, not with interest but with the air of someone naming something in order to account for it.

“Sometimes,” Eva said. “Mostly I listen.”

He nodded once, then faced forward again. The woman with the baby drew the blanket higher over its head as if drafts could read.

After dinner, Eva stepped out into the square with her coat buttoned to the throat. Night had arrived without darkening the air. The fog made its own night, one that smelled of water and long timbers and the unused sides of stones. She stood for a moment letting the quiet sort itself around her. It wasn’t empty—she could sense its structure, as if silence here had been built the way barns are: with decisions and nails.

She walked the edge of the square, then drifted down a side lane. The houses leaned toward each other like people sharing a secret. On one door someone had carved a small mark: a circle bitten by two short lines. She traced it with her gaze, not her hand, and felt the old prickle of recognition she couldn’t yet place. She had seen that shape before in some other village that had sworn to know nothing, or in a book of signs with a spine she had cracked at fifteen. The memory stayed half under the surface, like something sunken in shallow water.
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