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Chapter 1: The Woods
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It was the high, keening sound that woke her up. Sarah turned over, still half-asleep, and tried to cover her ears. It only got louder, and now fully awake, she sat up in bed. There were dark shadows in the corners of the room, and for a moment she forgot where she was. She felt the old, familiar panic creeping back, squeezing her throat like Josh used to during his rage episodes. In her half-asleep state, she almost thought he was still in bed next to her. She reached out with her hand, and fell back, satisfied when she found that the bed next to her was empty. 

Buddy barked from beside the bed, and she was now wide awake. When she remembered where she was, her panic faded. She had moved into the cabin on the edge of the woods earlier that day, and that was why there were boxes stacked all over the bedroom. It was the boxes that had created the dark shadows at the foot of her bed. She had been too tired to unpack everything and had just left them there, intending to get to work the next day. The move was far away from her former home, so her furniture and other belongings had only arrived at the cabin in the late afternoon. 

Buddy, her Labrador, had been well-behaved during the long drive out here; he had slept most of the way and only barked once when he had to urinate.  She had ended up eating her lunch in a picnic spot while she waited for Buddy to run around and finish his business. 

Sarah had left her former home in the early hours of the previous morning after Josh had left for work. He didn’t know that she had been planning on leaving him for a while. They had been to therapy a couple of times, but the only conclusion she had come to was that she needed to get away from him. The therapist supported her decision when she saw her alone. 

Planning her escape and buying the house had taken several months, and she had only been able to do it because of the encouragement and support she had received from the therapist. Ms. Laing had told her Josh would never change, and that she had to get away to save her sanity and her own life. Her escape was only possible because her previous two books had sold well, and Josh didn’t know she had hidden a substantial amount of money in a secret bank account. He always complained about having to pay his own way, since she was a well-known writer, and she should be rolling in the cash. He always maintained that if she wasn’t making money, she was doing something wrong.  Josh once even suggested that maybe her books were too intellectual, and people found them boring. He said she needed to write more violent books with a lot of sex in them. That was Josh. Lately, she didn’t know what she had ever seen in him in the first place. He had been handsome, and she had low self-esteem. She had just been grateful that a good-looking man would be interested in her. However, she soon found out that they had nothing much in common, and he wasn’t interested in what she had to say in real life, or in her books. 

When they’d first started therapy, she kept hoping that things would improve between her and Josh, but it turned out that Ms. Laing was right. The bruises were still on her body from where Josh had beaten her two days ago because she had said something innocent that offended him in some way. Buddy had saved her. Josh usually locked Buddy outside when he was home, but this time the dog had been in the kitchen, eating his breakfast. He must have heard the screaming and shouting, because he ran to her aid, growling, and launched himself at Josh, knocking him over onto the floor. Josh, who was scared of dogs, had gone hysterical and tried to fend off the angry dog by smacking him. Fortunately for him, the dog had only torn his shirt to pieces. 

After Sarah managed to pull Buddy off Josh, he threatened he would have the dog put down, since it had attacked him. He was convinced that the dog would still rip out his throat. That gave her the motivation she needed to get her escape plan going. 

Buddy barked again, and that forced her to focus on her present reality. The sound hadn’t come again, so it was likely that it had been part of her dream. Perhaps her overstrained mind had created the sound. The therapist had said she could experience intrusive memories and nightmares. She’d given Sarah a prescription for tranquilizers, but she had never taken them. 

Sarah patted the bed. 

“Hey, boy. Who’s a good boy?”

The Labrador grinned and jumped on the bed next to her, where he placed his big head in her lap. She patted his head and he sighed contentedly. 

“Sorry, boy, I’ll cook your chicken tomorrow. I know you don’t like the pellets.”

She had been too tired to cook the dog his chicken after the long day she’d had, and he gave her a disapproving frown when she placed the bowl of pellets in front of him. 

She was about to go back to sleep with Buddy next to her when the keening wail came again from the woods. It made her hair stand on end, and she shivered. There was probably some natural explanation, but she had an overactive imagination, and she envisaged all kinds of horrible creatures. Buddy answered the wail with his own deep moan, which turned into a growl. Sarah hugged the dog close to her. Her stomach was in knots, and she was starting to feel like she felt after a fight with Josh: rattled and shaky. 

Sarah and Buddy sat huddled together until the wail quieted down once more. Could an injured animal be making that sound? She had worked as a volunteer at the zoo, but she never heard any of the animals make a sound that was close to this one. It distressed her that a dying animal might need her help, but she was also afraid to put herself in danger. 

Buddy howled again, and she couldn’t make out if it was a sympathy howl or if he was simply afraid. She got up and pulled away the blanket she had placed against the window. She hadn’t had the time yet to hang curtains. The woods were ink-black and dark, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t used to this next-level creepy darkness, as Josh would call it. Why was she still thinking of Josh? She never wanted to see him again. If he ever found her, he would probably kill her for leaving him. She could just imagine his face, and then his violent reaction, when he realized she was gone. He had a tendency to throw and kick things. They often had broken windows, and once he’d broken their expensive television by throwing a plant at it. She had paid for the TV, and he was even madder at her when she refused to replace it. 

She had only told Louise, her literary agent, where she went. Sarah took a deep breath in and out while she peered outside. It was so dark; if she went out there now, she honestly wouldn’t be able to see her hand before her face. She could take her flashlight with her, but what if whatever was out there was dangerous? Her pepper spray was probably still in the car, but she wasn’t going out there to get it. 

The strange sound came again, but this time it was lower, and it sounded far away. Buddy barked and pulled at her pajama sleeve. Sighing, she got out of bed. She supposed she could at least go out in the front of the house and see if she could spot anything from there. She would take her strongest flashlight with her. If anything came out of the woods, she could run back into the house and shut the door behind her. She could sprint fast; she had been a track star at her high school.

She worried about Buddy going too far, but he was an obedient dog. He usually stayed  close to her and wasn’t the type to run off by himself. Sarah walked through to the living room with Buddy by her side. The house was dark, as there was no electricity, and she hadn’t had the time to set up solar panels or anything else. Luckily, she had good night vision. She found the flashlight and walked toward the front door. She unlocked it and stepped






































Chapter 2: The Lake
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