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The cabin at Blackwood Lake was never truly a retreat, though Elias had insisted on calling it one. It sat half-sunk into the treeline, a structure of weathered cedar and broad panes of glass that caught and fractured the surrounding wilderness. From a distance it looked less like a home and more like something placed there deliberately—an observation post, a listening ear leaned toward the water.

The lake itself pressed in close, as if it had claimed the shoreline long before the cabin arrived and merely allowed it to remain out of curiosity.

He had come for silence. That was what he told himself, what he told Sarah, what he repeated in the long hours of preparation when doubt had begun to creep in like cold air under a door. He imagined silence as something clean and restorative, a blank page waiting to be filled. But what he found was different. The quiet here was not empty—it was dense, layered, almost bodily. It clung. It had weight. It was like stepping into water that never moved.

He stood beside the car for a moment after arriving, stretching the stiffness from the drive, letting his eyes travel over the lake.

Blackwood Lake did not shimmer or sparkle in the way postcards promised for most lakes. It lay flat and dark, a sheet of obsidian stretched too tightly over something deeper. The surface reflected the forest with unsettling precision, every pine doubled and inverted, as though the world had been quietly flipped while no one was looking.

Sarah crossed her arms against the chill that didn’t quite justify itself. “Isolated place,” she said, her voice carrying a note that wasn’t quite approval.

“Yes,” Elias replied, already distracted by the shoreline, by the way the water seemed to erase distance. “That’s the point. It’s perfect for painting.”

“The lake looks nice,” she added, though her gaze lingered longer than her words suggested. “Cold, though. I bet it’s cold.”

“I'm not here to swim. It will be inspiring,” he said, as if that settled the matter. He was already moving toward the cabin before she could answer.

The door opened with a reluctant creak, as though it had not been asked to move in a long time. Inside, the air was different—stale but not dead, carrying the faint mineral scent of untreated wood and old smoke. There was no hum of electricity, no background pulse of modern life. Even his footsteps seemed too loud in the emptiness.

“I got a good deal for the month,” he called back, though there was no real need to raise his voice.

“If you say so...” Sarah hesitated on the threshold. “No cell service. No internet. Not even a landline?”

“Solitude,” Elias said.

“That sounds like isolation.”

“Exactly,” he replied.

He let the door swing closed behind him. The sound was soft, but final in a way that lingered.

Outside again, Sarah lingered by the car while he unloaded the supplies he had bought—boxes of dried provisions, tins of food, powdered milk, things chosen more for endurance than comfort. “Wood stove?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Drinking water?”

“Pump from the lake. Filter system,” he said, as though reciting instructions from memory would make them more reassuring. “It’s safe.”

“No fridge?”

“No electricity.”

She gave a short laugh that didn’t fully form. “I’ll come back in a week or so. I'll bring wine. A lot of wine.”

“That would be fine,” Elias said, though already his attention was drifting back toward the water.
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Lunch was a simple affair...soup, sandwiches, coffee.

“At least the stove works.” Sarah smiled. “Your cooking skills have not improved.”

“It's tinned soup.” Elias grunted.

“And yet you still manged to make it barely edible.”

They walked the shoreline that afternoon, boots sinking slightly into damp sand that felt colder than it should have been. Each step left an imprint that darkened quickly, as though the ground was absorbing them. The lake mirrored the sky with a troubling perfection—too accurate, too still, as if reality itself had been carefully flattened and pressed.

The forest was quiet, yet the quiet was suffocating, as if the pines themselves were listening. Birds called in uneven, unnatural patterns, their cries echoing off the lake like a warning. The water itself was a mirror, black and flawless, reflecting a sky that seemed impossibly deep.

Elias found himself occasionally uncertain which direction he was facing. The reflection and the world above it argued silently with each other, and neither seemed entirely trustworthy.

He tried to sketch. He tried to capture the stillness, the curve of the shore, the jagged outline of trees reflected in the obsidian water. But the more he looked, the more the scene resisted him. The shapes on the page felt wrong, but he could not stop trying.

Something beneath the surface made a soft, deliberate splash. He looked up, heart thudding, but the lake remained calm, black as oil.

Sarah was staring at the trees. “No birds.”

“We heard them earlier.”

“Well, there are no birds near the lake.”

“Did you hear that splash?”

“A fish probably.” Sarah eyed the lake.

Before long, his hands were smudged with ink and mud, his eyes raw from staring too long at the water.

Sarah left before supper. “I need daylight for the drive back,” she said, half-joking, half-not. She climbed into the car, and for a moment the engine didn’t start, as though even machinery hesitated here. Then it caught, and the tires crunched over gravel like bones shifting underfoot.

Elias watched until the car disappeared into the treeline.

Only then did the silence settle fully. It was heavier without his sister's conversation to interrupt it.

The forest around the cabin did not feel empty—it felt attentive. The pines stood in uneven ranks, dark needles absorbing what little light remained. The lake no longer reflected so much as withheld. Even the wind seemed reluctant to arrive.

He drew in a breath, but the air felt thick, almost resistant, like inhaling through damp cloth. There was a faint taste on the back of his tongue—metallic, earthy, something like iron left too long in rain.

Just fatigue from the drive, he told himself. But the thought did not fully convince him.

He turned back toward the cabin, sketchbook under his arm, unaware of how often he would return to this moment later in memory, or how the lake would begin, in small unnoticed ways, to feel less like a place and more like an awareness that had learned his name.

That night, the forest did not settle.

It shifted.

Bird calls broke the silence at irregular intervals, too spaced, too deliberate, as though something were testing sounds rather than making them. They echoed strangely over the water, distorted by the lake’s perfect stillness. The reflection below remained undisturbed, even when the world above suggested movement.

Elias tried to sketch it anyway.

He set himself up by the window, attempting to capture the shoreline as dusk thickened into night. At first it felt almost meditative—the brush moving across paper, the slow translation of landscape into shape and tone. But the longer he looked, the more the scene resisted him.

It was odd.

Edges refused to stay fixed. The shoreline seemed to extend when he blinked, just slightly, as if the lake were breathing outward. Tree shadows shifted into positions that did not match their sources. He paused, frowned, then looked again—and they were normal. Almost normal.

His pencil hesitated in midair.

The silence behind him deepened.

I'm over tired, he thought.

When the first sound came from the lake, it was so subtle he almost dismissed it. A soft break in the surface tension. A single, deliberate disturbance, like something testing whether the water would remember being touched.

Elias looked up sharply.

The lake lay still again. Black. Perfect. Unapologeticly calm.

He exhaled slowly. It was a fish surfacing, he told himself. A bird landing...a loon or duck. A branch slipping beneath the surface. A simple sound. Something ordinary misinterpreted by a tired mind.

But the feeling did not leave.

It moved instead, settling into him more deeply, spreading through his awareness like cold seeping into stone. The sense of being observed—patiently, steadily—pressed in from all sides, not localized, not directional...the feeling of being watched crawled over his skin like a slow, cold insect.

He returned his gaze to the canvas, but the image no longer behaved. The sketch felt wrong in a way he could not articulate, as though it were no longer copying the lake but beginning, very faintly, to agree with it.

Outside, the water remained perfectly still.

And waiting.
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Day Two
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Elias woke to the sharp tang of cedar and damp earth, the scent already embedded in everything—the walls, the sheets, even his own skin. The cabin held onto moisture like memory. Overnight condensation clung to the interior planks in faint beads, catching the morning light in dull, lifeless glints. For a moment, he simply lay there listening, half-expecting the forest to announce itself. It did not. It never announced itself here. It simply was.

He dressed in a silence that felt practised, like something his body had learned before his mind had agreed. A comfortable tee-shirt, worn jeans. Boots went on last, the leather still cold and slightly damp. When he stepped out onto the porch, the wood gave a low, tired groan beneath his weight, and when he stepped onto the ground, the mud sucked at the soles of his boots with a soft, reluctant sound.

The shoreline was already waiting.

The forest pressed in immediately—dense, layered, immovable. Not threatening in any obvious way, but present with an insistence that made absence feel impossible. The silence here was not empty; it was attentive. It had texture, like something dense enough to touch. It gathered in the spaces between the trees and held them there.

Pines stood in close ranks along the edge of the lake, their needles barely shifting. There was no wind, and yet they moved anyway—minute adjustments, synchronized enough to feel intentional. The sound they made was barely audible, a soft, continuous brushing like fabric dragged over stone.

Bird calls broke through at irregular intervals. Too spaced. Too deliberate. Each sound felt placed rather than made, as though the forest were testing tones rather than producing them. The echoes returned wrong, slightly delayed, as if the lake was deciding how sound should behave before allowing it to exist.

And beyond it all, the water.

Blackwood Lake lay flat and absolute, a surface so still it seemed less like water and more like a boundary. It reflected the world with unsettling precision, yet something about the reflection was always slightly off—too deep, too clean, too willing to imitate without question. The sky above was pale and thinning at the edges, but in the lake it became something else entirely: darker, heavier, as if the reflection led downward instead of upward.

Elias turned back to the cabin. Coffee first, he told himself. A fried egg or two. Some toast. And then I will start to paint.
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Elias opened his sketchbook.

The act should have been grounding. It usually was. A page was supposed to be a place where things became fixed, where uncertainty resolved into line and form. He set out his paints with careful motions, watching the way the pigments caught the light, then turned toward the shoreline.

He began to draw.

At first, it was almost familiar. The curve of the shore. The jagged repetition of trees along the edge. The dark mirror of the water. His hand moved with practised ease, translating
















[image: ]























[image: ]





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Blackwater

Matt Kirkby





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





