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  STILL LAKE
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  The fire spread like a cancer, eating everything in its path. Flames licked at the walls, as deadly heat spread throughout the small building. One man, rushing to escape, stopped and fell to the ground, shaking as a seizure overtook his body. His mouth trembled, desperate to shout out for help, but it was too late. Within seconds, his supine form was trampled by another terrified soul.


  Those who didn’t have the energy to escape, melted amidst the flames. Flesh burned and the stench of death filled the air. In one corner, a woman was rocking back and forth saying a prayer that didn’t have a beginning or an end. Flames were licking the edges of her skirt, but she didn’t notice. Her crazed eyes, wet with smoky tears, stared straight ahead. Drool dripped from the corner of her mouth and made its way down her chin, creating a small pool at the base of her neck.


  An elderly man was burning to death, and somehow managing to vomit at the same time. His scorched flesh blazed as he retched and shook, a horrific dance of almost choreographed insanity. Finally, he fell to the ground, twitching as the fire bit into his muscle and found bone. His face froze, mouth wide open in a silent scream of pain.


  Standing amidst a black cyclone of smoke, one woman stood and watched. Her clothes were catching fire, her hair beginning to burn. Tears streamed down her ashen face and dripped amidst a mass of blood and fire.


  How could this have happened?


  Life was over.


  Death had won…
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  One Week Prior


  Summer months were good to the town of Flening. Nestled in the trees of Northwest Florida, almost entirely surrounded by large canopy rows of palmettos, mangroves, and oak, the town was enveloped in a darkened cool cocoon of lush nature and the buzzing of small insects.


  Flening, population 800.


  It was an old town. The utilities grid and water systems had been designed years ago by architects who were considered adequate in their own time and had since passed away.


  Not much changed in Flening and people liked it that way.


  One of those people, Dr. Craig Lenton, was glad it was summer. He was exhausted. Tired of dealing with colds, the flu…work. Being one of the only physicians in town wasn’t easy.


  Craig was looking forward to relaxing with his family. Jessie had just turned six and Brian was fifteen. They were great kids. Sighing and looking out the window of his office, it seemed like he had lived in Flening forever, but that wasn’t the case. Twenty years ago, he had been graduating medical school in Virginia and was looking for a place to set up his first practice. An advertisement for an associate to join a practice in Flening had caught his eye. After growing up in the frozen tundra of Minnesota, a stint in Florida seemed like paradise. Jumping at the opportunity, he made the move and met his wife Victoria not long after.


  Vicky.


  She had been so young then. Redheaded, perky, and wanting the same things out of life that he did. He remembered the first time their eyes met… She was so beautiful and in her early twenties. Now it seemed like she put other priorities ahead of him. Like her status in town. Craig was constantly getting dragged to an event and it seemed as if Vicky was always signing up to host or organize a charity or social club. It was exhausting. The winter had been brutal; a million holiday parties one after the other.


  And no sex for weeks because she wastired.


  Craig sighed, running his fingers through his hair. It had gotten so bad that at times he almost considered having an affair. The feeling of a new body next to his was enticing but also frightening. He did not want to cheat on Vicky. But in his dreams, he met all sorts of beautiful women who lured him into compromising situations. Time and time again he would wake up after tossing and turning during an erotic dream only to hear Vicky groan enough with the noise. I need to sleep!


  His daughter Jessie was a mirror image of Vicky. With curly red hair, a massive sprinkling of freckles and an infectious giggle that could melt him in seconds, she had become the love of his life.


  Brian was a little different. He had been a quiet child and this continued into his teens. A lanky, good-looking boy, Brian was an avid basketball player and spent hours shooting hoops at the community center with his friends. And he was good. Coaches said he might even be able to earn a scholarship to an Ivy League school if he kept up his grades and sports skills.


  Things would be good this summer. His family would bond and he would spend quality time with his wife.


  Yes, that’s what he needed.


  Things would be nice and quiet.


  Miles from Craig’s office, hidden deep within the bowels of Flening, the old Kransen house sat and waited. It was almost hidden from view by the weeds and vegetation that had grown over the driveway, the attached garage, and the cracked wooden porch.


  It had been empty for more than twenty years, its owner eighty-year-old Angela Kransen living in Atlanta who had inherited it from her mother, Ana Kransen. It was a family home…her childhood home. So, when her mother died, she decided that this inheritance was worth keeping despite the nightmares that had once manifested within.


  Early on, a handyman was hired to putter around the house, but was instructed to onlyfix what needed fixing, and not spend too much time trying tofix what ain’t broken.But, as years passed, Angela began to forget things, like the letter from the town council about upgrading the wiring or the taxes she owed…and then there was something about lead piping. Hell, she could never keep up with all of the mail and decided it wasn’t worth reading.


  When the mail stopped coming, she received a phone call about a lien. That call came shortly before Angela had a stroke and was admitted to Sunrise Home for the elderly, unable to speak or walk. When the checks stopped coming, the handyman decided to quit. No one stopped him.


  And so, the Kransen house sat. For a long time. But now, something was happening deep within its darkness.


  An invisible…but deadly threat…


  And nothing could stop it.


  Victoria “Vicky” Lenton tossed her auburn hair back and sighed as she waited in line to pay for her groceries. She was the chair of the Still Lake Summer Bonanza, which was the biggest celebration of the year in Flening. Nearly all of the town’s residents grabbed their bathing suits, towels, and kids and came out to celebrate the early weeks of summer together.


  The lake, which nestled against a wildlife preserve on its north, east, and west sides, brushed the town on the south side. Crews had cleared out the brush and replaced it with sand and light dirt so that kids could play in the water, people could swim, and boats were able to slip into the lake for some midday fishing.


  Vicky loved the Bonanza. It was a perfect time to show off her new swimsuit and was certainly a better way to spend time in the lake than the crazy baptisms that had been happening there lately. She too was Baptist, but couldn’t understand the recent rash of religious rituals.


  It seemed weird to her to watch people get dipped in the water by the minister and then come outa better Christian. Frankly, she wasn’t sure she believed in it. But, there was no harm done if it made people more spiritual and hence better to do good, right? Recently, Minister Benson had been preaching a lot about “getting closer to God” and convinced many of his parishioners to join him at Still Lake for a “rebirth”.


  She had attended a few of the baptisms for her friends and watched as they fell back into the minister’s arms as he lowered them into the lake. Some of the people actually drank the water as they went down, as if they were “filling themselves with the essence of God”. It was a strange, compelling sight. Vicky wondered if she too should be “reborn” but wasn’t sure she was ready for that kind of commitment.


  Sighing, she pulled into the driveway of her home, and decided to concentrate on the Bonanza for now and worry about being a good Christian a little later.


  Minister John Benson was proud of himself. Flening Baptist Church was fully attended every Sunday, far outpacing the First Lutheran Church down the street. Each week, he watched parishioners fill the pews, listening and hanging on to his every word. Religion was his life’s work and throughout the years, the church had grown from a few followers to what he liked to call a “full flock”. Religion was a way of life for the Bensons with his wife April assisting him in the day-to-day dealings and his son Chuck watching and learning. Chuck, in his early twenties, had recently been displaying more interest toward a life in the church and he had begun assisting with the baptisms at Still Lake.


  The baptisms had always been an occasional event, but were becoming more popular. Times were hard for many folks and people sought refuge, understanding, and a clear path to faith. Sensing that salvation and a rebirth were needed, the minister began encouraging his flock to participate in baptisms. He shared with them the beauty in being “born again” and living their lives as a reflection of the way Christ intended.


  His immediate biological family was small, just his wife and Chuck. But the family he had built around the church was large and growing.


  Minister Benson was not a young man. He had been working most of his life and at times felt the years weighing on his body and soul. His dream was to eventually pass the baton to his son and allow him to take over.


  Of course, Minister Benson did hear rumblings at times about his only child having an “ego” and sometimes speaking too boldly in groups or to council members, but dismissed it as jealousy. Chuck was smart and insightful, albeit a little bit of a daydreamer at times. But eventually, he would be ready to lead the church when the time was right.


  They had discussed it at length and decided that Chuck should get baptized in the lake during the Bonanza. This was a huge honor as there would be many folks there to witness the miracle. And Minister John Benson, the proud father, would be conducting the ritual. He couldn’t wait.


  Walking outside, he smiled at his wife. She was truly his partner in life. Thin and pale, April’s blonde hair was swept up in a bun and her natural beauty was enough to shine through, even without makeup. Despite approaching her fifties, the minister found her as pretty and pure as the day they had married.


  He walked over and gave her a kiss on the forehead, excited about the days ahead.
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  Underneath the Kransen house, a complex network of lead piping snaked around the structure and extended its tentacles underground. It facilitated the flow of water to and from the Flening water tower, which ultimately pulled water from the nearby city of Canten. In the days of its construction in the 1920s, the piping system underneath the Kransen’s home had been considered awe inspiring because it actually sat so low in the ground that it intersected an underground water source that flowed directly into Still Lake, Flening’s only natural body of water. The water source was driven through a large clay pipe that originated from a retaining pond located about a mile away.


  The retaining pond was in a swampy part of town and provided relief to nearby homes and trees from much of the water runoff that occurred from seasonally heavy afternoon rains. On rainy days, water filled the pond and then flowed freely through the pipes, exiting through a medium-sized opening that was constructed along the muddy west banks of Still Lake.


  But now, there was something else flowing through it.


  It was a newcomer—something toxic and filthy that, over the course of the past few days, had started infecting everything in its path.


  It was a constant flow, on a crash course…
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  On the morning of the Bonanza, Still Lake was indeed…still.


  At least on the surface.


  Deep below the gentle glittering ripples, a growing stream of water continued to enter the lake. It ran unnoticed as the heat and humidity from the summer morning continued to cause steady evaporation. The only difference, completely hidden from any suspecting pair of eyes, were tiny specs of lead rolling and immersing into the water.


  Tiny fish that typically swarmed around a hole that had been carved out of the soil to allow run off to empty into the lake were now floating—dead, bloated corpses on the surface. The fish were obscured from general view as they floated amongst the weeds and greenery that surrounded the lake. They were small and insignificant enough to be forgotten, except for the birds that swooped down every now and then to take stock of the carnage and then fly away still hungry—clearly aware that something was not right.


  The lake was not a large body of water and was less than a quarter square mile—extending just far enough for a good swim or a private canoe excursion. The public access area of the lake transitioned from a grassy barbeque pavilion to sand, where children could assemble and play. A volleyball net was set up in this area as well as a mini lifeguard stand.


  As the clock struck seven o’clock, Vicky was already pulling into one of the public parking spots, her car full of supplies and food. The car was barely in “park” before Jessie jumped out, excited and eager for the day of fun to begin.


  “Come on, Mom! Let’s make sure we get a good spot for our stuff. I want to make sure we get a really good seat.”


  Jessie was six years old and enjoying every minute of it. Her curly red hair bounced as she jumped up and down in excitement.


  “Mom! Let’s go!”


  Vicky sighed. She had to drag so much stuff. And it wasn’t like Craig had gotten out of bed early to help her. It was such a pain in the ass sometimes trying to get him to help her withanything.


  “Jessie, you’ve got to either give me a moment or help me carry this stuff. What do you want to do?” Vicky asked.


  “Fine. I’ll help you take some stuff,” Jessie countered. “But, can we please go now?!”


  Together, the two dragged bags of food, towels, and beach chairs to a spot right near the center of the lake facing the waterline. It took four trips back and forth and Jessie whined and complained the whole time about wanting to go swimming.


  Vicky nearly lost her mind and finally said, “Jess, fine…go enjoy the lake. Just try to stay close enough so that I can see you, ok?”


  Jessie, exuberant that she was now free from her mother’s clutches, quickly pulled off her T-shirt and pink shorts and ran quickly to the lake. She dove in as soon as she approached the edge and mistakenly kept her mouth open as she landed, swallowing water. Emerging to the surface, she coughed and laughed.


  “Hey, Mom, did you see that? I crash-landed!”


  When Vicky didn’t respond, Jessie smiled to herself and dove under the water again.


  On the shore, Vicky rushed to get situated. She was part of the Bonanza committee and had been asked to help set up some of the public areas.


  There was so much to do and so little time.


  Already, other members of the committee had arrived. At least now she would get some help. But of course, Craig was still nowhere to be found. The night prior, he mentioned that he might be a little late and would bring Brian with him.


  It’s for the best anyway, she thought. He’ll just get in the way.


  “Hey Vicky, how are you?” Maxine called out.


  “I’m good…just a little stressed trying to get everything set up,” Vicky responded smiling.


  She was good friends with Maxine and was glad to see her. Maxine was always calm and logical. With smooth chocolate skin, almond eyes, and short, shiny black hair, Maxine was beautiful, smart, and well liked in the community. She was Vicky’s confidant and more than once had listened to Vicky complain about how difficult life with Craig could be. She always listened and never overstated her opinion, carefully verbalizing her opinions out of care for her friend’s delicate ego.


  “I totally understand,” said Maxine, “It’s a good thing that you got here so early. Now, all we have to do is finish what you started.”


  Vicky sighed with relief. Maxine always knew what she needed.


  The group set up the tables, table tops, and signs. The men took pleasure in firing up the large multi-layered grill and began organizing all of the hamburgers, hotdogs, and chicken breasts that would be grilled and blackened throughout the day.


  As the preparations continued, cars began pulling into the lot, the drivers anxious to get whatever available spots existed. People began spilling out onto the lakeside beach. Parents and children jumped into the lake, splashing and laughing.


  The Bonanza shifted into full gear, with all available spots filled with colorful umbrellas and beach towels. Meanwhile, the surface of Still Lake rippled and tore apart with the flaying and swishing of bodies, little blow-up rafts, and beach balls.


  The water was a cool respite from the sun’s heat.


  But something was wrong—invading cells—attacking the blood…


  On the southwest side of the lake, Minister Benson set up an area for his baptisms. He had four scheduled, including one for Chuck. One after another, he dipped his followers into the water, encouraging them to “drink from God’s essence”.


  “Don’t be afraid,” he bellowed, “This is how you get closer to Jesus! He was baptized. It is your chance to bring him into your life!”


  When it was Chuck’s turn, a crowd had already gathered nearby and was watching. Some were intrigued and impressed, others confused with what seemed like a strange ritual. Chuck stepped forward and beamed with pride.


  “Here is my only son. I am so thankful that the Lord brought him to us. He has given me such happiness and now he is making me as proud as any father could be! Chuck, I am honored to bring you closer to Jesus!”


  As Chuck was lowered into the water he saw everyone watching him and thought,I am going to bring myself as close to Jesus as possible. I will drink his essence and let him embody me. Body and Soul. And then I will one day lead these people to a new sunrise.


  Opening his mouth wide, Chuck drew in a large amount of water swallowing as much as he possibly could. Despite the fullness in his chest and coming dangerously close to choking—he swallowed it all.


  As Craig walked toward the lake, he couldn’t believe how crowded it was. There were people everywhere. And despite its typically cold temperatures, there were many people swimming and floating on the water. He watched as the minister dipped his son during a baptism and smiled.


  Nothing like bringing some religion into a summer party.


  “Hey, Dad—I see Cathy over there. I want to go say hi. Is that cool? I’ll hang out by our stuff in just a little bit, ok?”


  Barely waiting for his father to respond, Brian slung his beach bag over one shoulder and took off in the direction of the teenagers.


  Craig watched his son walk away and thought about how much he had grown.


  Kids just grow up too fast nowadays. Maybe that just means I’m getting old.


  Craig shook his head and looked for Vicky.


  “Dad!”


  Craig looked over at the lake, just in time to see Jessie dive under the cool water again and kick her feet up into the air, making a big splash.


  She should be wearing goggles and a cap, he thought.


  Craig was not a big fan of swimming in large natural bodies of water. During his residency, he had treated a number of people suffering from bacterial infections caused by swimming in water with open sores or swallowing water that was polluted with different infectious bugs. In his medical opinion, chlorine wasn’t such a bad idea. Pools were much safer for both children and adults.


  “Hi Craig…about time you showed up.” Vicky snorted, tossing him a towel and some sunscreen. “Look, I’ve got to help out with lunch, can you keep an eye on Jessie for me? By the way, where’s Brian?”


  “He’s sitting with Cathy and her family. Don’t worry, I’ll watch Jessie. Just do what you need to do,” Craig assured her, sitting down in a plastic beach chair.


  Sighing, Craig looked around at all of the families enjoying the afternoon. He grabbed an iPod out of his pocket, turned it on, and watched Jessie splash and play while the sounds of AC/DC filled his ears.
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  The day lapsed into afternoon with more burgers and hot dogs, the smell of barbeque filling the air, then slowly faded into late afternoon, and finally, darkened into dusk. Families packed up their sand-encrusted children, wet towels, and colorful umbrellas, and made the trek back to the parking lot. Large flocks of birds descended on the beach to scavenge for hot dog buns, potato chips, and cookies left behind by the many children.


  Suddenly, a bird that had made the poor decision to feast on some dead floating fish made a dizzying turn and dropped straight down. Another bird suffered the same fate, but was swallowed up by the reeds and muck covering the shallower ends of the lake.


  That evening, five more birds fell and died.
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  The Lenton home was spacious and airy. Ranch-styled, it was constructed of red brick and extended out horizontally, surrounded by a wide range of lush green grass. Inside, the home had recently been renovated and tiled, sporting a cheery kitchen. Vicky enjoyed decorating and applied a mixture of modernism and Mediterranean styles.


  “Mom! Come here!” Jessie called out from her bedroom.


  Vicky smiled to herself. In essence, Jessie was like a perfect recipe that she and her husband had created together.


  “I’m coming, Jess…”


  As Vicky entered her daughter’s bedroom, she found her lying on the bed, pale and still.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I don’t feel well, Mommy. My stomach hurts, and I feel weird.”


  Vicky sighed. She hoped Jessie wasn’t coming down with something. It seemed like each week some different version of the flu found a way to infect kids in the neighborhood and move from family to family.


  “Ok, honey. Just rest here in your bed. I’ll take your temperature.”


  But Jessie’s temperature was normal, despite her pale appearance and apparent discomfort.


  “Baby, your temperature’s fine. But you may be coming down with a virus. Let’s give it a day and see how you feel tomorrow.” Jessie nodded and rested her head back down on the pillow. She was disappointed that an entire day away from school would be wasted, but her stomach hurt so badly that she didn’t have much time to think about it further. Suddenly
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