
  
  
      
        
          Lake Life

          
		      
          James Atkinson

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2022   James Atkinson 
All rights reserved.
This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and places portrayed in the story are either products of the authors imagination or are used fictitiously.
The author’s work is protected by copyright laws. This story shall not be reproduced, scanned, shared, or distributed in any part without the expressed written consent of the author. Thank you for your understanding and support.






  
  
Please visit www.authorjamesatkinson.com 
Leave a message and a review. Your thoughts and opinions are important.
You can find the author on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, Slasher, & TikTok
Other works by the author: 
The Cold Black
Pound Of Flesh






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
Blood.  
Blood everywhere, shimmering in the corpse-colored moonlight. In his hand, a machete dripped with the same blood in which he now stood. His feet were lacquered in the sticky stuff, sand coating his toes like bread batter. Around him, close but a dreamy far away, manic screams of shock and horror upset the usually tranquil night like a grinder on steel. He looked to the star-studded sky and was shocked to see himself floating up there, hovering above this morbid scene of madness like a soul lost and unsure how to proceed. An out-of-body moment he had heard about but never experienced.
Also, below him, surreal and appalling: the bleached body, his unconscious friend, the blood, the eager fire gnawing at a newfound energy source like a malnourished dog on a meaty bone, the cries and pleadings of his panicked friends, himself staring at the unforgiving heavens with a long-bladed, blood-soaked knife in hand.
Movement. Perplexed, he relayed a distress warning to his Earth-bound self. 
He pivoted to witness the heathenism, stepping back in raw disbelief. His head beat side to side to negate the impossible damnation before him. He waved the machete to attract the attention of his weeping friends because his voice was wedged in his throat like a bone splinter. They had yet to lay eyes on the fiendish anomaly. Once the cursed organism was glimpsed, the screams would start afresh.
This nightmare was not over. Not by a long shot.
3 HOURS EARLIER

Kane sat on the edge of the dock with his toes in the cool water of Lake Hartwell. The dark, humpbacked outline of the Blue Ridge Mountains lay sprawled protectively around him. Towering evergreens protruded against a star-riddled backdrop. The haunting notes of a loon echoed from some unknown distance, the lonely wails like the bitter tears of a grieving soul. Silver pillows of fog rolled across the surface of the lake like exhaust from a dragon’s snout. Summer was winding down, and the first breathless murmurs of fall fluttered against the humid air.
The party inside the lake house twenty yards behind him was lively and loud, in direct conflict with the cemetery silence of the water. Padding feet on the dock boards warned of an approaching figure. It was Samantha. He knew without looking. 
“You okay?” Sam asked, sitting beside him. She smelled of April flowers, fresh from a bath, sandy-blonde hair ponytailed and still damp.
He was, in fact, not okay. The past month had been a difficult period in his life. His mother and father announced their separation. A week later, his best friend since grade school, Dallas Sharer, was in a freak accident at football camp and was now paralyzed from the waist down, probably for life. He and Sam were not doing well; he had been told devastating news about Sam that shook him to the core. He had yet to confront her, and the resentment was slowly building. A resolution was needed. But Kane was afraid of the truth. If what he learned was accurate, the relationship was over. Three years of a good thing, all for nothing.
“I guess,” he answered, unable to unburden his thoughts, handicapped by fear. 
Sam swirled her pink-nailed toes in the brackish water, the ripples ricocheting off one another before dying with fatigue. The tension between them occupied the space like an invisible monster. It couldn’t be seen, but it ate away at them.
“What’s going on with us?” Sam asked. Her beautiful eyes, the color of chestnuts, settled on him, searching his face for clues.
The answer to that question was a live grenade. It sat on Kane’s tongue, ready to roll from his mouth. He chose to swallow the powder keg and remain silent. Even pinched his lips closed to be sure nothing dangerous slipped out.
“I—” Sam began, but obnoxious laughter from the house bowled toward them, and a trampling of feet on dew-coated grass announced the arrival of their friends.
“Come on, guys,” Crissy shouted. She had been knocking back jello shots for the last hour, and alcohol always elevated the volume of her voice from irritating to repellent.
“Where are we going?” Sam called back to the group of six. They were boarding a Century 2600. Gary and Nate hefted a cooler the size of a deep freezer onto the boat.
“A night ride,” answered Jeff. His dad was the owner of Interstates of America Trucking, one of the largest trucking companies on the East Coast. He liked to inform everyone the three-story vacation lake house, the boat, and the jet skis would all be his once he graduated college. Jeff had no problem bragging about his wealth. “Come on.”
Kane had known Jeff since grade school. Jeff came across as a rich asshole, but he actually had a big heart. Most people were not aware Jeff battled low self-esteem. His father, Rick Anderson, was a mighty figure in the family, and Jeff always fell short of his lofty expectations. Jeff hid his insecurities behind ego and materialistic boasting.
Kane frowned at Sam. He wasn’t interested in going, but he had accepted an invite to the lake on the notion that it would be nice to get away for a few days and clear his head. Although that had not happened, it would be rude to decline after eating the guy’s food, drinking his beer, and staying at his house. “Let’s go,” he grumbled to Sam. 
Sam sighed, clearly not happy to accept the invite either, but she rose to her feet, and the two climbed aboard the center console as the dual 250HP Yamaha’s growled to life.
Jeff turned up the volume on the radio as he accelerated across the lake. Post Malone entertained them from one side to the other. 
Kane and Sam sat on the rear seat behind the captain’s chairs while everyone else danced at the bow. Kane chose to enjoy the lake view’s over continuing the landmine-riddled conversation with Sam. She seemed content to do the same.
Kane marveled that they had been together for three years. He had believed that she was the one. College was starting in a month, and the two chose to attend Clemson University together to continue their education and relationship. The subject of what came after college was never broached, but Kane always imagined a life together. He was entering architecture school, and she was majoring in business. A potential partnership—in more ways than one—was on the table. He, the architect, and she, the vice-president and operator of Perry Architects. It was a perfect plan.
Now it was all over, and he was reeling from the disastrous change in direction.
The boat slowed, and the music volume dropped. Jeff eased into a narrow tree-lined passageway. It was a thin strait that led back to a secluded area on the lake, known to locals as Lover’s Lagoon. During the day, it was generally occupied by families and pets.
But at night, it was frequented by random kids sneaking away to hang out, make out, grope, and fumble. Sometimes, third base was far enough. Sometimes, more was allowed.
Jeff told Kane a story a few years ago about a father who came looking for his sixteen-year-old daughter when he found her bed empty. He had heard of Lover’s Lagoon and had noticed the looks being exchanged between his daughter’s boyfriend—of whom he strongly disapproved—and his baby girl. He snuck into the cove in his John boat, found his deck boat anchored at shore, and eased the John boat beside it. Music was playing from a Bluetooth speaker; they never heard a sound. The two teenagers were almost fully unclothed and heading towards naked when the father yanked the punk up by his hair and tossed him in the water. The daughter had to beg and plead for her boyfriend’s life; daddy had been intent on drowning the bastard.
Kane dodged a low-hanging limb and bumped into Sam in doing so. She slipped her arm into his and gave him a tight smile. 
As the boat navigated the tight quarters, Kane noticed a candle flicker in the dark woods. The moonlight was almost nonexistent beneath this dense canopy of Blackjack Oaks, Button-balls, and Cabbage Palmettos, but a knife blade of silver glow cut through the awning, capturing the area just right. A ramshackle cabin, not much larger than an outhouse, snuggled among the saplings. The wood siding was black from rot, and the tin roof was honeycombed with rusty infections. Behind a small window frosted with grime flickered a candle like a pinhole in the fabric of time. Sam was at his side, squinting to get a better view of the mysterious place, same as he.
“Surely, no one lives there,” Sam whispered. Her blonde hair tickled his neck.
“Surely,” he said. He realized Sam was leaning on him, her body pressed to his back, and he quickly stood up.
“What the hell, Kane?” Sam huffed. The party suddenly silenced. Kane and Sam were considered the perfect couple. Hearing the anger in Sam’s voice shattered that illusion. “I’m sick of this. What is your problem? Spit it out.”
Blood flooded his face, a rabid heat scorched his cheeks. The grenade fell from his lips, safety pin pulled. “You slept with Alex!”
Her mouth went wide, her eyes wider. In the blue glow of the boat’s interior lights, she was all surprise. 
Nailed her, he thought with sour satisfaction. It felt good to finally say it. The poisonous knowledge of her deceit had been leaking inside him, sickening his body like strychnine.
Her face scrunched up in anger, and she said, “What? What?”
Kane knew Sam, knew her well. They had argued before. He knew her facial expressions, body language, and voice pitch. Suddenly, all of those signals flashed incredulity. Shocked incredulity.
An undertow of doubt jerked at the surefire knowledge he was right.
From behind, snickering. The group was enjoying the soap opera playing before them. Trouble In Paradise was always a popular episode.
Before Kane could respond, the boat turned as Jeff idled the motors down further. Moonlight returned as the canopy of trees opened into Lover’s Lagoon. The cove was oval, with a sheer rock face forming a wall around three-quarters of the water like a bowl. A small, natural beach with a steep climb to the top of the hills provided lake dwellers and visitors a secluded hang-out spot away from the oft-traveled and busy main passageways.
“We’re here, guys,” Jeff told Kane and Sam. It was his way of shutting down the argument, even if only temporarily.
Jeff directed Gary and Nate to open the anchor hatch and release the safety latch so he could drop the anchor. “Watch out for the stumps to our left.”
“You’re good so far,” Nate said. “Drop the anchor.”
Jeff pushed a button, and a chain clacked as the motor spit the anchor out of its hold, but the clacking stopped almost as soon as it started.
“Something’s wrong, man,” Nate yelled. “The motor is humming, but it’s not moving.”
“Damn, guys, you have to be careful with it.” Jeff bound to the front, the alcohol consumption showing in his unsteady feet. “Move.”
Jeff tugged and pulled and shouted for Kane to press the button. Kane hesitated as Sam stared at him with a scowl of impatience. He sighed as he moved to the instrument panel and pressed the button. The whirring of the motor sounded, and Jeff cursed. “Stop for a sec.”
Kane waited dutifully. Jeff leaned over the front of the boat, pulled on the anchor, then turned his attention back to the anchor hatch, fiddled with the inner mechanisms. “Try it again,” he called.
Again, Kane pressed the button with the same result. 
“Try the button below that,” Jeff
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