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Praise for T. H. Davis
                                                                                                                                                                   

“For one so young, he displays an admirable maturity and writes 
in  a  rounded,  assured,  and  accessible  style.  Definitely one  to 
watch.”

- Christian Saunders (Author of “Apartment 14F”)

“To call T. H. Davis the 'new Stephen King' is to sell him short; 
he has a unique voice that is powerful,  gritty and real. If you 
haven't had the pleasure of reading T. H. Davis, I recommend 
strongly that you check him out. Allow a lot of time, you won't 
want to leave his varied, stark worlds too soon.”

- Terry Adams (writer and lead singer of AUTOMATA)

“As you read, it's as if Davis is standing next to you, his arm 
around your shoulder, walking you through the Undercroft, 
pointing out the people and places that populate it, thrilling to 
your reactions as the tales unfold.” 

- Tracey Flemming

“In this, his second collection of dark tales, Davis delivers a 
wonderfully varied set of shudder inducing stories to satisfy any 
lover of horror.”

- Tia Brink

“His works don’t  just take the everyday and show the horrors 
that could be, instead, he shows the horrors that lurk just beyond, 
out of sight but certainly not out of mind.”

- Josh Haney (Author of “The Horror Of It All”)
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Prologue
                                                                                                                                                                   

It was some ten years ago now was when I first stepped down 

into that dark demesne of horror and nightmares.

   It was a vision that came upon me, I'm sure of it. And yet I 

retain the vision in my memory with such clarity that I cannot 

help but  feel  that  there was some dark force at  work – some 

entity showing me those ghastly things. But for what reason I 

cannot fathom.

   In one moment I was awake in my study, a fire before me, and 

that day's  newspaper  in  my hands.  In the next  moment I  was 

standing  in  a  foggy,  deserted  street,  gazing  fearfully  at  my 

surroundings.

   Before me stood a huge set of wrought iron gates, faded and 

worn by a thousand years of wind and rain. The gates, tall and 

brown,  were  flanked  by  even  larger  pillars  of  ancient  stone, 

green from age. Upon one pillar was fixed a metal plaque. There 

was a word inscribed upon the plaque and, though I could not see 

7



T. H. DAVIS

the letters, nor identify the word by sight, I somehow knew that 

it read UNDERCROFT.

   What lay beyond the gates was unknown; too distant somehow 

and  obscured  from  my  vision,  as  though  hidden  by  a  fog. 

Instinctively,  I did not want to go through the gates, but there 

was a curiosity in me that would not be subdued, and I pushed 

the gates open, walking cautiously through.

   Immediately the fog thinned and as the gates clanged shut 

behind  me  I  saw my surroundings  for  the  first  time.  I  stood 

terrified on a thin path, the timeless, monolithic slabs that formed 

it  sunken  partially  into  the  earth  beneath,  and  barely  visible. 

Ahead of me I saw a church, gargantuan in both its structure and 

presence; its steeple, dilapidated and worn, stretching so far into 

the dark purple clouds that its zenith could not be seen.

   But that hoary edifice was not the focus of my attentions, and I 

followed  the  path  further,  my  eyes  darting  left  and  right, 

diffidently surveying the many antediluvian headstones – like a 

host of rotting grey fingers, indicating the presence of the long 

dead beneath me and all  about me, whose rotted hands might 

suddenly  poke  from  their  earthen  resting  places,  making  an 

unwilling necromancer of me.

   But  I  continued  forth,  not  even  the  fear  of  my  dark 

surroundings, or the fear of the dead, able to quell the intensity 
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of my curiosity.

   At once I stood before the huge wooden doors to the church, 

though  I  dared  not  to  touch  them,  for  fear  they might  swing 

suddenly open and suck me within to some darkened shrine of 

hideous  evil.  To  my  right  there  was  another  portion  of  the 

necropolis,  this  portion  not  housing  any  of  those  simple 

headstones, but a huge, archaic sepulchre; the structure, though 

smaller by times than the church beside it, was as looming and 

sullen as the church.

   Above me the  sky drifted ceaselessly by,  that  purple  glow 

swirling horribly, as though the heavens had long since left the 

place.  I  walked  to  the  entrance  of  the  tomb,  the  large  stone 

covering wrought with creeping ivy. But the curiosity that had 

first felt slight now swelled in my mind, and I felt I  needed to 

enter the tomb!

   Sweeping, scraping, and pulling, I uncovered the crumbling 

doorway to the tomb, and stepped back to study it. There was a 

moment of doubt, and fear then; there was a blink in time when 

my mind beckoned me to leave that infernal place. But foolishly 

I ignored my better judgement, and, as though my body was not 

my own, I saw my hand reach out to the massive stone covering, 

and upon a single touch of my finger, the slab slid eerily aside, 

revealing an endless darkness within.
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   The purple sky above illuminated the entrance just so that I 

could see steps leading downwards. Eight steps I saw, and then 

darkness  claimed  the  rest.  How  many  steps  were  there? 

Innumerable, perhaps, sinking infinitely into the Earth – the belly 

of some ancient evil.

   I felt the first faint drips of hot sweat caress my brow and drip 

solemnly down my face. In my chest my heart palpitated wildly 

as  fear  grew.  But  with  fear  so  too  I  felt  a  doubling  of  my 

curiosity – the need to venture into the dark unknown, and face 

whatever hidden terrors awaited me.

   After  one quick glance back at  the gates to that nightmare 

cemetery I stepped forth, and as I made my slow descent into 

darkness,  the  shadowy  tendrils  of  that  place  enveloped  me, 

filling my mind with visions of terror, evil, darkness. Visions of 

things I could not comprehend. Visions of a future world, and 

alternate dimensions filled with dark and evil beings that prayed 

to false gods.

   And as I walked always downwards in that cold, black passage, 

I witnessed seven of those visions, one after the other, battering 

my senses constantly, and driving me to the edge of sanity.

   What follows are those vision, those nightmares . . .

   Those Undercroft Stories . . .
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Black Lodge 

                                                                                                                             

uke sighed angrily to himself. The clock in the dashboard told 

him that it was just after 7 PM. He had told Elli he'd be home 

by six, and since his mobile phone had gone dead he couldn't 

even get  in  touch with  her.  He could  just  see her  pacing the 

floors,  sick  with worry.  The roads  in  Cavan were particularly 

dangerous,  even during the  day.  At  night  the  potential  danger 

doubled as stupid teenagers sped down the country roads, full of 

alcohol and considering themselves to be pretty much invincible.

L

   He came to Killeshandra and drove through the town, rubbing 

his  eyes  to  banish  sleep.  The day had been long,  leaving for 

Dublin  at  seven  that  morning,  meeting  with  the  architects  at 

eleven, and then going around town picking things up here and 

there for the house and for Elli. After the long journey through 

rush hour traffic, stopping long enough sometimes to get out of 

the car and have a cigarette, he was tired, and all he wanted to do 

was get home, reassure Elli that he was okay, and then sleep for 
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maybe ten or twenty years.

   He turned left halfway up the town and continued on towards 

Carrigallen, the next town over. As he did, he reflected on his 

day.  He had had to see the architect  about  the plans  for their 

house.  The  house  was  almost  ready  to  go  except  for  a  few 

finishing touches. The kinds of touches that, if missed, could be a 

major pain in the ass to discover afterwards. They would have 

gone to a local architect, one of the guys in Cavan maybe, but 

Luke  knew this  guy from school  and was  able  to  get  a  very 

small, but very helpful discount from him.

   'Short cut . . . Short cut,' he muttered, studying the road hard 

under  the twilight.  He was going toward  Carrick-on-Shannon, 

but that was a good forty minutes away, and he just knew there 

had  to  be  a  quicker  way.  There  was  always  a  quicker  way. 

'C'mon, gimme a short cut.'

   The sky was darkening all the time, turning into deeper shades 

of blue and purple. The sun was almost completely gone from 

the sky, and night was coming in fast, as if he was driving into 

the dark itself,  all  the while repeating aloud that he wanted a 

short cut.

   He slowed down at a meeting of four roads. He knew which 

way to go to get to Carrick, but he wanted to stop and see if there 

was  a  quicker  way.  Straight  on  was  Carrigallen,  followed by 
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Mohill, then Carrick itself. To his left and right were towns he 

had never heard of. He looked at the sign pointing right – the 

same  direction  as  Carrick,  as  the  bird  flies  –  and  made  the 

decision quickly that that was the way he was going to go. It 

seemed better than just going the normal way, and besides, all 

towns inevitably lead  into  one  another.  This  one  could  be  no 

different, and since it was in the right direction, his logic dictated 

that it must be the wisest way to go.

   He carried on, watching the road as he turned right and then 

glancing up at the sign. The town he was heading for was called 

Black Lodge, and it was five kilometres away.

The drive to Black Lodge didn't last long, and the scenery, still 

visible  against  the  coming  dark,  prevented  the  drive  from 

becoming monotonous. Even though it was fields on either side, 

and not much more, he never once got bored. For the entire drive 

his  thoughts  never  wavered  from  the  town.  He  never  once 

thought about Elli, or that she might be at home worrying. He 

only  thought  about  Black  Lodge,  and  watched  the  fields  and 

trees and ditches pass by in a slow blur on either side, dotted 

here and there by an old barn, or a single curious looking cow.

   Even the road,  which was probably the worst  he had ever 

driven on, and which was probably doing nothing but harm to his 
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car,  didn't  bother  him.  Not  one  little  bit.  And  he  drove  on, 

concentrating  only  on  Black  Lodge;  finding  himself  almost 

excited at the idea that soon he'd be there in the town.

   He chuckled, wondering why he gave a crap about a town. It 

would  just  be  another  shitty  little  squat  of  a  place;  a  bizarre 

grouping of random and useless shops and houses,  filled with 

country folk who didn't give a shit unless you'd lived there for a 

few hundred years. It would be one of those places where you 

could pull up at a petrol station and be treated to almost horrified 

looks, as though you were asking for their blood.

   Stealing our towns supply, are ye?

   He chuckled again, and ahead of him he could see the steeple 

of  a  church  appearing  above  the  trees  that  lined  the  road, 

pointing heavenward, like a single grey finger.

   He drove slowly into the town, watching carefully on either 

side for road signs. The main street of the town was short enough 

that you could throw a good sized stone from one end to the 

other, and his predictions about the appearance of the town had 

been  almost  unnervingly  right.  It  was  nothing  but  a  closely 

packed blob of old looking houses and one or two darkened shop 

fronts. He reached the end of the town and considered the road 

ahead. It looked ancient, and he had a feeling it went nowhere 

but into the middle of a field.
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   'Looks  like  a  dead  end  that  way,'  he  remarked  aloud,  not 

hearing himself speak.

   He turned the car around in the road and headed back to the 

main street, driving slowly and switching his gaze between both 

sides of the thin street. The town was nice enough. It was pretty 

primitive,  and  had  no  petrol  station.  It  looked  as  though  the 

hands of the modern age had just passed it right by, leaving it 

somewhere in the last century. But still it was nice. It was the 

kind of place that would be perfect for raising a family.  Sure, 

everyone would know your business,  or think they did,  but  it 

looked cosy and safe.

   The houses were those two story town houses they stopped 

building a long time ago. The paint peeled from their façades, 

and the gutters were filled with grass. The only two shops in the 

town looked pretty much empty, their windows dark and dusty 

and unused; the signs above them displaying the worn and faded 

names of older generations, like a reflection from a mirror that 

can look into the past.

   A number of the houses had dim lights on inside and he slowed 

down outside one of them, considering knocking. He didn't leave 

the  car  though;  he  just  sat  and watched the  house  in  silence, 

debating with himself whether it was rude to knock on someone's 

door at this time.
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   He looked back over his shoulder towards the road that looked 

like it went nowhere. Then he looked forward in the direction of 

the  crossroads  he  had  come  from.  He  was  silently  damning 

himself for wanting a short cut. He had just wasted a half hour, 

and explaining to Elli why he was two hours late was about to 

become a more difficult thing to do.

   'Bloody impatience,' he muttered, looking back at the glowing 

windows of the houses.

   He opened the door, stepping out onto the street and turning to 

the houses. As he watched the window of one of the houses he 

spotted someone across the street. It was a man, standing on his 

own against the wall of a building, partially obscured by shadow 

and  only  shifting  slightly  in  his  position.  Luke  looked  up, 

expecting  to  see  blown street  lights.  It  didn't  surprise  him as 

much as he thought it  would to find that there were no street 

lights at all. Tall wooden poles that stuck pointlessly out of the 

ground. But no street lights. He closed the car door, locking it out 

of habit, and walked towards the man.

   'Hello?' he called out, watching the man carefully. The man 

only swayed slightly, as though drunk, but made no other move. 

'I think I'm lost. Do you know the best way to . . .'

   Luke's voice trailed off as he neared the man, and he saw that it 

wasn't  a  man at  all.  It  was a shadow thrown on the wall.  He 
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stopped suddenly in the middle of the street, looking at the man 

shaped shadow. Except the shadow was looking less and less like 

the shape of a person the more he looked at it.

   'Could've sworn I saw it . . . moving,' he said thoughtfully.

   He took another step, but a tiny spark of fear took him. The 

kind of fear  you feel  as a  child,  looking at  the wardrobe and 

convinced that the shadows on either side of it are things come in 

the night to grab you and take you away. That's what the shadow 

on the wall felt like. It was long and dark and seemed to move 

under the light of the half moon. Worse than that, and worse than 

his imagination, the shadow seemed almost to be looking at him. 

Staring at him and silently waiting . . .

   For what? What was it waiting for?

   He shook his head and giggled nervously to himself. Don't be  

so  silly,  Luke, he  thought.  His  adult  mind  had  kicked  in  and 

forced bad thoughts out. But still he didn't turn his back on the 

shadow. He walked slowly backwards, watching it all the time 

and feeling like at any second the shadow might stand up and 

follow him. It would stand and step onto the road, a shadowless 

shadow.

   Out of the corner of his eye, barely in his periphery, he saw a 

movement.  In  a  split  second his  mind  froze  up,  squeezed,  as 

though fear needed more room than his thoughts could give. His 
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head  darted  in  the  direction  of  the  movement,  but  there  was 

nobody there.  He had stopped walking,  his  eyes  now moving 

along  the  breadth  of  the  thin  street,  but  he  saw  no  more 

movement. Just the short, quiet street.

   As he was beginning to continue walking backwards towards 

the car, he noticed that the houses were now in darkness. There 

had been lights in the windows before, there definitely had, but 

now there were none. It wasn't such a strange thing, if everybody 

on the street went to bed at the same time, but he couldn't get his 

head around that.

   In a flash, he remembered the shadow on the wall. He turned to 

face  it,  almost  fast  enough  to  off-balance  himself,  but  he 

managed to stay upright. He shook his head, denying what he 

was  seeing,  but  knowing  he  was  seeing  it.  The  shadow  had 

moved. It had moved at least five feet up along the wall in his 

direction. His logic told him at once that it was just the moon, 

but  aside  from the  fact  that  he  could  see  no  source  for  the 

shadow, the moon just couldn't have moved that fast in the sky.

   'There's no way it could,' he said aloud, and straightened up in 

a jet of panicked fear when he heard his voice coming back at 

him, like an echo -

   There's no way it could . . . There's no way it could . . . There's  

no way it
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   - of his voice. But it wasn't his voice, and it had come from the 

direction  of  the  shadow.  It  had  come  right  out  of  the  thick 

blackness  of  the  shadow's  form  and  had  mimicked  him 

menacingly.

    His eyes fixed on the shadow while his thoughts scrambled for 

some kind of coherence, trying to decide whether to slowly back 

up to the car or to turn and run to it,  and maybe the shadow 

wouldn't jump off the wall. Maybe it wouldn't follow him and 

catch him just before he could get in. Maybe it wouldn't.

   He wanted to move, to run back to the safety of the car. He 

wanted to be gone, driving home the normal route, and to never 

have come to the town. His eyes remained mostly on the shadow, 

watching it and waiting for it to move. The waiting was horrible. 

He could see it shiver, but that could only be an illusion. It just 

couldn't be moving. It had to be a tree behind him, casting its 

shadow and shaking in a breeze.

   But there was no breeze, and the shadow clearly started from 

the ground – not cast along the width of the street as it should 

have been.

   He couldn't blink, terrified that it would come at him when he 

did. But his eyes had begun to sting and tears formed at the sides 

of his eyelids, blurring his vision. This made it worse; through 

his tears the thing seemed to shake wildly. Finally, he raised one 
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hand to his eyes and rubbed them quickly, taking out the tears 

and relieving the stinging dryness.

   A strong bolt of almost painful terror jetted through his body 

when he opened his eyes again and saw that the shadow had not 

stopped in its wild motions. It was shaking violently and still he 

got the distinct feeling that it was watching him. Something was 

happening, he could feel it, something was happening.

   He took a  few quick steps  back toward the car,  his  hands 

frantically searching his pockets for the keys. All the time his 

eyes  remained  locked  on  the  hideous  shadow  that  contorted 

madly on the wall.

   A movement, to his right.

   His eyes darted towards it and a fresh burst of electrical terror 

waved through him when he saw another shadow forming on the 

wall  beside the first.  This second shadow wasn't  as tall  as the 

first, but it was moving in the same way. It was shaking wildly, 

billowing in wind that wasn't there.

   He could only stare at it in paralysed shock and fear, but his 

attention was wrenched from it by a third movement, this one to 

the left, further down the wall, moving in exactly the same way 

as the others.

   He groaned,  unable to form words,  and not  knowing what 

words to form.
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   More  shadows  appeared  on  the  wall,  every  one  of  them 

moving  like  black,  semi-transparent  kites,  watching  him with 

invisible  eyes.  They  wanted  to  do  something,  and  they  were 

trying hard, he knew it. He just knew it. They looked like they 

were  struggling  to  escape  their  positions  on  the  wall,  and he 

suddenly wondered how long it would take them to do it. How 

long did he have to get back to the car and get out of the town?

   What would they do if they broke free of the wall?

   One of them shot across the wall,  and Luke heard a  high-

pitched scream fade into existence as it moved. Luke screamed, 

too,  and  turned  his  back  on  the  shadows,  self-preservation 

becoming blind panic and fear as he ran to his car and clambered 

around it to the driver's side door. He fumbled with his keys at 

the lock, but he could barely keep his eyes away from the mass 

of shadows gathering on the wall.

   His key found the lock and fell in, almost turning of its own 

volition. He opened the door and scrambled into the seat. As he 

did another scream came from the wall. It sounded deep and high 

at the same time, and it was an evil, angry screech that made him 

stop everything for  a  moment and stare  in  blank terror  at  the 

shadows. Momentarily his mind was lost in that terror, but when 

the  other  shadows  joined  in  with  the  first  and  a  wave  of 

screaming came to his ears he came to and started the engine.
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   He was at the point of tears when he finally managed to insert 

the key in the ignition and get the car started, and as he pulled 

away, driving as fast as he could out of the town, he looked in his 

rear-view and saw one of the shadows break free of the wall. He 

screamed and sped up, watching the shadow enter the centre of 

the street and then follow him, wailing horribly as it did.

   Luke watched the road in between glances at the rear-view, and 

he could see more shadows coming, peeling off the wall like old 

paint and following him on shadow legs.

   The car jumped and bounced and he turned to look at the road, 

but the road wasn't there anymore. It was a field he was on now 

and the car didn't like driving on it at almost sixty. It jumped and 

bucked and for a moment of sheer terror, Luke felt sure that the 

axle would snap and the vehicle would come to a skidding stop 

in the field.

   They'd get him then. They'd find him and take him. He'd end 

up no more than a shadow on a wall, dancing and screaming for 

freedom.

   Tears streamed from his eyes, and he cursed at himself for not 

staying on the road. In the rear-view, when he got a chance to 

glance up at it, he saw the shadows begin to slow in their pursuit. 

They seemed to be slowing and giving up the chase. He watched 

them constantly, relieved and forgetting for a long moment that 
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he was in a field and still doing almost forty miles an hour.

   When his eyes turned forward again, the relief disappeared and 

the blood drained from his face. He was heading straight for a 

hedge, on the other side of which was a road.

   The car careened towards the hedge and he could only scream 

and raise his arms in an effort to protect himself. He screamed 

and screamed and waited, and it seemed to take forever, like a 

single moment of infinity, never knowing when he would reach 

the hedge, and afraid to open his eyes to see.

   Then he was in motion, being thrown around wildly, like the 

shadows on the wall. The car had skidded on the wet field and 

turned left just before hitting the hedge. It crashed through the 

bush, narrowly missing a mature Weeping Willow and sending 

an explosion of bushes, leaves and undergrowth into the sky. It 

tumbled onto the road, sparks flying when it struck the tarmac 

and  turned  left  again,  travelling  the  road  rather  than  going 

through the ditch on the other side. He could hear the sound of 

steel grinding tarmac and the smell of burning as the wheels spun 

wildly and scraped up the road. But sounds had faded, like the 

smell, sinking into a place in the back of his mind, as if he was in 

a dream.

   The  car  turned  again,  its  momentum flipping  it  over  and 

chucking it  up in  a  small  arc.  A heavy weight  bore  down on 
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Luke's legs and he screamed in agony, waking up slightly before 

drifting away again. He was thrown forward violently and his 

head smashed hard into the steering wheel.  He cried out in  a 

flash of pain, and then all was dark. The car continued to skid, 

Luke  unconscious  inside,  and  came  to  a  slow  stop  almost  a 

hundred feet from where it had entered the road.

He woke screaming; looking with half vision at the shadow that 

was  pulling  him  from  the  wreck.  It  was  waving  wildly  and 

laughing and screaming into his face. It was taking him back to 

the wall and he would spend eternity there . . .

   'Luke?'  the  shadow said.  'Luke Harten?  Can you  hear  my 

voice?'

   Then it wasn't a shadow. It was a man, and he was looking at  

Luke with worried eyes.

   'Luke, can you hear my voice?'

   Luke mumbled something, but it came out as nonsense, so he 

nodded instead. His legs throbbed with a dull pain, and his neck 

was sore.  He looked down and he could see blood. That was 

when he fainted,  the voice of the paramedic fading out of his 

thoughts.

   When he woke again he was in the ambulance, strapped to a 

gurney. The ambulance was moving fast and the paramedic from 
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before was sitting beside him, looking forward and urging the 

driver to hurry.

   'He's in trouble, Sean, hurry the hell up!'

   Luke groaned and the man looked down.

   'Luke, stay still now, buddy, don't try to move. We're taking 

you to Cavan General, okay? You're gonna be fine, buddy.'

   Luke tried to speak but the words were only whispers. The 

paramedic leaned down to him.

   'The town,' Luke whispered. 'Black Lodge . . .'

   'What town, Luke?' the man said calmly.

   'Black Lodge,' Luke repeated, a little louder this time. 'I was 

there . . . last night.'

   The man thought about this for a second, then looked back at 

Luke with an expression like he'd just discovered a rare artefact, 

but he didn't answer. He just looked forward again.

   'What!'  Luke demanded, looking up at the man. 'You know 

something. What?'

   'I know Black Lodge,' the man said, turning back to Luke. His 

face was pained. 'Why were you there, Luke? No one's lived in 

that town for . . . probably a hundred years or more now.' He 

paused and his face became grey. 'There was a workhouse there a 

long  time  ago,  just  outside  the  town.  The  guy that  owned  it 

locked it up one day while everyone was inside, and . . .  and 
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burnt it to the ground.'

   Luke watched him, his heart sinking.

   The man continued. 'After that everyone moved away. They 

just . . . abandoned the town . . . never went back.' He looked 

back out to the driver. 'C'mon, Sean, this guy's in a bad way!'

   Luke closed his eyes. In his mind's eye he could still see those 

shadows dancing on the wall.

   Dancing forever.

26



UNDERCROFT STORIES

Unholy Rosary
                                                                                                                                                                   

he convent  of  Our Lady of  the Holy Rosary,  situated just 

outside  the  small  town of  Killeshandra,  in  County Cavan, 

Ireland, was abandoned in 1985. For more than sixty years it had 

stood as a bastion of Catholicism, its nuns gaining fame for their 

repeated efforts in humanitarian aid and large scale missionaries 

in  Africa.  They began  with  a  large  house,  donated  by a  rich 

landowner, and they built onto it constantly, erecting the massive 

and impressive wings that would come to solidify the convent's 

place  in  Ireland  as  one  of  the  largest  and  most  respected 

exponents of the Church.

T

   Then, one day in 1985, the convent was abandoned. Just like 

that.  And  since  that  day  it  has  been  left  to  rot,  derelict  and 

forgotten, a ghost of the Church's once proud past. Many people 

have  investigated  the  buildings  and  surrounding  landscapes, 

mostly  ghost  hunters  and  investigators  seeking  paranormal 

reasons for the closure of the convent.  The Church had never 
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given a solid reason, and so people were left to mere conjecture, 

wondering why, and coming up with their own reasons, each one 

more dark and dismal than the last.

   One possible reason had endured more than any of the others, 

never  changing  or  succumbing  to  the  embroidery  that  most 

stories  and  idle  rumours  suffer.  This  rumour  was  what  had 

brought ghost hunters and mediums to the convent for the last 

twenty years.  And it  was  the  reason Derek Mundy was  there 

now.

   He sat in his rust-bucket Ford Fiesta smoking a cigarette and 

studying the convent carefully, his eyes running over each and 

every one of the many empty and darkened windows. He was on 

the mud path that was once a driveway, his car parked directly in 

front of the main house and entrance to the convent. He could 

see right through the huge front doors, empty now, and all that 

was within was darkness, endless and thick. Most of the convent 

was  covered  in  ivy  or  bush,  a  tree  here  or  there  slowly 

suffocating the buildings, as though the landscape was gradually 

digesting the convent.

   Derek  reached into  his  glove  compartment  and took out  a 

bunch of folded printouts, opening them and studying them for 

the tenth time that day. They were floor plans of the buildings – 

the main house and the east and west wings. He also had some 
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facts about the place, its history. He flitted past all that and found 

a fax, reading it slowly, thinking about it before folding it up and 

putting the sheets back in the glove box. The fax was from a 

friend  of  his,  a  fellow  paranormal  investigator,  warning  him 

about the convent and the supposed dangers within.

   The fax went into detail about how only the foolish went to the 

convent. It expounded on how the convent was rumoured to be 

filled with evil, the Devil himself being resident there. But Derek 

had heard all those stories before. He had heard that one rumour 

for the closure of the convent – the rumour that would not be 

twisted and changed as it passed from one person to the next.

   The rumour was that back in late '84, a group of young nuns 

went  mad,  possessed  or  just  stone  cold  crazy.  They  stripped 

themselves naked and ran screaming through the halls and into 

the church, then desecrated the alter, urinating and defecating on 

it,  pulling  it  to  pieces  and  indulging  in  sexual  acts  with  the 

statues of Jesus. The rumour maintained that the group of nuns 

could  not  be  controlled,  and  attacked  anyone  who  went  near 

them or tried to stop them, severely injuring many other nuns 

and staff in the process. After their desecration the group of nuns 

ran  back  into  the  halls  and  down  into  the  basements  of  the 

convent where they hung themselves from the supporting beams, 

screaming  in  orgasmic  ecstasy  as  the  life  was  choked  out  of 

29



T. H. DAVIS

them, and calling out Satan's name over and over until they died.

   The  Church had  apparently deemed the  convent  not  clean 

enough to continue on their  work there and not long after the 

order  was disbanded,  divided into  various  groups  and sent  to 

places like Africa and America to continue their work elsewhere 

– anywhere but the now unclean convent in Killeshandra.

   Derek had heard this rumour, along with the numerous others, 

and he considered it to be just as childish and ridiculous as any 

other.  Derek  was  a  ghost  hunter,  sure,  but  a  non-believer 

nevertheless. He saw it as his mission to disprove the existence 

of ghosts and demons, whereas others went out of their way to 

prove those thing were true.  It  was Derek's  opinion that prior 

belief  led to false witness and the conjuring of an over-active 

imagination,  thus  rendering  any  account  of  the  convent  by  a 

"believer" as useless. Non-proof.

   He stepped out of the car, keeping his eyes on the huge main 

house of the convent, its dark entrance staring out at him like a 

single rectangular eye. He opened the back door of the car and 

took out a large rucksack full of his equipment, carrying it across 

the driveway to the house. As he neared the house his thoughts 

were  cast  back  on the  fax,  the  warning  from his  friend.  The 

warning  had been  genuine,  though  true  Derek  couldn't  know. 

This was why he was there, after all – to verify or disprove the 
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warning, the rumours. But even with his disbelief of all things 

supernatural, and the fact that he had never once seen genuine 

evidence of the paranormal, Derek couldn't help but feel a little 

uneasy under the stare of the house, the dark main entrance, and 

as he neared it that unease only grew, doubling almost as he left 

the sunlight and stepped into the shadow of the building.

   He left the rucksack by the door and stared in, his eyes moving 

carefully  over  the  inner  house,  the  main  foyer.  He  could  see 

nothing but random shafts of light cast from the empty windows 

not yet covered in wildlife. The creeping sensation of fear grew 

stronger, and he found himself suddenly not wanting to go in. He 

found himself doubting his own disbelief, and wondering if he 

should just walk away and forget about it.

   'No,' he whispered, turning from the house and walking back to 

the car. He was determined to go in and find out for sure if there 

was  anything  there.  It  had  taken  almost  a  year  just  to  get 

permission from the local council to go there, and now, the day 

before the building was scheduled to be condemned and sealed 

up forever, he had finally gotten the permission. If he didn't go in 

now, he never would.

   He reached the car, glad to be back in the strong sunlight, and 

sat back into it, putting the cigarette out in the ashtray and then 

grabbing a small case containing his video camera and tripod. He 
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stood back out on the driveway, slinging the camera case over his 

shoulder and looking once again at the convent in its entirety. 

The countryside around it seemed vast and empty of life, not a 

house for miles. The power-lines criss-crossing the countryside 

were the only evidence of the existence of life. Derek had never 

thought it would be possible to find some kind of comfort in the 

sight of power-lines.

   When the car was locked he walked back over to the main 

building, stepping once again into the deep shadows cast by the 

house  and  rediscovering  that  odd  sensation  of  unease  as  he 

opened  his  rucksack,  found  a  flashlight,  and stepped  into  the 

house,  walking  slowly,  his  feet  crunching  the  thin  layer  of 

chipped plaster and paint from the slowly crumbling building.

   The main foyer wasn't actually that dark once he was standing 

in it, although he didn't turn off the flashlight – if nothing else it 

kept  him  company.  The  foyer  was  bare  enough,  empty  of 

furniture. To his right there were three rooms, two with doors 

and one just a darkened doorway. To his left there was only one 

room and a staircase that wound upwards into the first floor. The 

doorway to  his  left  was  blocked  up with  an  overgrown bush 

filling the room beyond, and the staircase was out of the question 

– he had decided to stay on the ground floor, knowing only too 

well the lack of structural integrity of the building. It was also 
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stipulated by the local council that he not climb any stairs in the 

convent, since they could not insure him and would not accept 

responsibility if  he got hurt.  Derek had agreed, lucky to have 

gotten into the convent without an escort. Although the convent 

had been the source of much controversy and shame for the local 

council and townspeople, it was clear that the council took the 

place very seriously, and Derek wasn't about to shit on that.

   Directly in front of him, in perfect alignment with the main 

entrance, was a wide hallway, carrying on into absolute darkness 

and leading eventually to the wings of the convent. All along the 

hallway on either side random shafts of daylight broke through 

the  wildlife  outside,  illuminating  the  dust  and creating  weird, 

swirling vortexes of light. But the hallway was only visible for a 

distance of about twenty feet, beyond which the bushes outside 

thickened and the building was consumed by darkness.  Derek 

stared down the hallway for a long time, his thoughts fighting an 

endless  battle  with his  imagination.  It  was  hard not to  let  his 

mind escape him.

   He set  the rucksack aside and opened up his camera case, 

setting up the tripod so that the camera was pointed at the main 

hallway. He didn't switch it on yet, though, and wouldn't until he 

left that area. It would record while he was away and he could 

study the tapes later. For now he was going to investigate the 
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main house,  take  measurements  of  heat  and noise  levels.  The 

more he thought about it though, the more these things seemed 

like  methods  by  which  he  could  procrastinate.  The  more  he 

thought about it, the stronger that feeling of discomfort grew.

   'Bloody fax,' he groaned, opening the rucksack and taking out 

his  equipment:  an  infra-red  thermometer,  an  E.  M.  F 

(Electromagnetic Field Meter), a digital dictaphone, two torches, 

notepads and pens, and a healthy supply of triple-A batteries. He 

loaded the equipment into a modified tool-belt and strapped it 

on, double checking to make sure he had everything. He then 

walked back to the main entrance, looking up at the sky to see 

where the sun was. It was three-forty by his watch, so he had a 

good four hours left of daylight before he would have to consider 

leaving.  Staying  in  the  convent  beyond  dark  was  out  of  the 

question considering the danger of the dilapidated building. The 

last thing he needed was to fall through a floor, break a leg, and 

get boarded up the next morning.

   He  shuddered  at  that  thought  and  walked  back  into  the 

building. The door to his left was useless, as was the winding 

staircase, so he turned right to the three rooms opposite. Two of 

the  doors  were  closed  and  locked  when  he  tried  them  – 

impassable.  The third  room had no door,  and he  approached, 

watching the darkness within, that dark feeling in the pit of his 
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stomach swirling a little faster as he neared the room. He aimed 

his flashlight at the door before he'd even approached it, and then 

stood in front of the door staring in  at  the darkness,  his  eyes 

moving  expeditiously  over  every  single  corner.  There  was 

nothing in  the  room,  save  for  a  few old papers  and the  wild 

bushes which jutted in from the outside, blocking out all light.

   He turned back to the foyer, switching off the flashlight, and in 

that moment his heart jumped firmly into his throat, and a wave 

of sudden horror washed over him in sickly gooseflesh. He spun 

back around, not turning on the flashlight, but staring into the 

room,  watching  the  far  side  where  two  glowing  yellow  eyes 

watched him from the endless dark. They stared at him, and he 

could feel warm shivers of electric terror crawl over his skin.

   But  the  eyes  made  no  move,  and  when  he  switched  the 

flashlight back on the eyes disappeared,  and all  that remained 

was the bush in the window, and two gaps in it through which the 

daylight could shine, giving the illusion that there were eyes in 

the dark.

   For a moment Derek just stood in the doorway, the flashlight 

trained on the window, his thoughts slowly reforming against the 

wave of fear he had felt at the sight of those eye-like gaps in the 

bush. Finally he stepped away from the room, not turning his 

back on it but walking slowly backwards towards the camera and 
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tripod, only redirecting the flashlight when he could no longer 

see inside the room.

   He walked to the main entrance and stood looking out at the 

countryside, lighting a cigarette and cursing himself for allowing 

his imagination to get carried away.

   'Not a good start, Derek,' he hissed, taking deep drags on the 

cigarette  and  working  himself  back  up  for  the  hours  ahead. 

'Okay,  it  was  just  two holes  in  a  bush,  and  the  sunlight  was 

getting  through.  Nothing weird,  nothing bad,  just  me  and my 

imagination.'

   He tossed the cigarette butt, not bothering to bring it to the 

ashtray in the car, and then walked back into the main building, 

switching on the camera and turning on the night-vision,  then 

staring  at  the  little  screen.  With  his  own  eyes  the  hallway 

descended into complete darkness, but in the camera screen he 

could see all the way down the long hallway to where it met a T-

junction and split left and right into the wings of the convent. 

The blue night-vision gave it an eerie look, and as he watched he 

could feel the unease growing once again.

   Determined,  he  left  the  camera  behind,  switching  on  his 

flashlight  as  he  entered  the  long hallway,  passing  by window 

after window on either side, slowly swallowed by the darkness. 

As he walked, crunching paint and plaster underfoot, he couldn't 
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help but cast his mind back on the stories he had heard about the 

convent. The group of girls who had gone crazy, possessed by 

evil,  and  hung  themselves  in  the  basement.  According  to  the 

maps – which,  in the last year,  he had memorised – the main 

staircases were at the end of the hallway, directly in front of him, 

but unseen in the dark, one staircase leading up into floors he 

couldn't access, and the other leading down into the basement – 

the  place  where  the  group of  possessed  girls  had  ended  their 

rampage.

   Derek pushed those thoughts from his mind. It was exactly the 

kind of thinking that would lead him to seeing something that 

wasn't really there, just like everyone else that had investigated 

the place. He had to clear his thoughts, get the stories out.

   'They're  just  rumours,'  he whispered,  shining  the flashlight 

around at the bushes on either side, coming through the windows 

and  splitting  the  very  walls  of  the  convent.  He  looked  up, 

scanning the ceiling with the flashlight. It was bulging inward 

towards him, as if it would collapse at any moment.

   'Definitely no going up -'

   His  voice  was  cut  out  by  a  sound,  coming  from behind, 

rattling,  grating,  echoing  down  the  hallway  towards  him.  He 

spun around, shining the flashlight back the way he had come. 

He could see the camera,  still  resting on the tripod,  the main 
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entrance behind it,  and beyond that the car,  looking miniature 

from where he was. But nothing else. Nothing that could have 

made that noise, that resounding echo of scraping. Had it been 

real? Had he just imagined it?

   'Fuck,' he whispered, when the noise wasn't repeated. 'Stop it, 

Derek . . . Just bats. The place must be full of them. And rats.' He 

thought about this, and the more he did the better he felt. The 

place was full of rats and bats. 'Can't trust my ears in here.'

   He took a deep breath and turned back to the hallway,  the 

darkness, shining the flashlight, his resolve slightly rattled, his 

determination  waning.  To  either  side  of  him  the  bushes  had 

grown thick and flowed into the hallway freely, as if there were 

no  longer  walls  now,  but  only  wildlife.  In  the  glow  of  the 

flashlight they seemed almost to reach out for him. He ignored it, 

took a deep breath and moved on, suddenly thinking about the 

basement, the girls, the rumours, the staircase leading down. It 

wasn't too far from him now.

   That  feeling  in  his  stomach  grew  again,  but  worse  now, 

because now there  was pure  fear  in  there,  too.  Irrational,  but 

there anyway. He cursed himself for letting fear in. He had come 

to the convent  for  a  reason,  with a  mission,  one thing on his 

mind, and no fear, no belief in the ridiculous stories. And now 

they were beginning to get to him.
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   They were getting to him enough to make him not want to go 

any further.  There was a  part  of his  mind,  a  little  voice deep 

down inside, that told him he shouldn't go any further, as if the 

little voice knew something he didn't. It told him to just walk 

slowly backwards until he reached the main entrance, and then to 

just walk to his car, get in, and leave.

   But he didn't listen to the voice, because it was the voice of his 

fear, and listening to the voice of fear would do two things: it 

would cause the fear to grow and swell until it became terror, and 

that was when he'd see something imagined; listening to it would 

also disprove everything he had believed his whole life. Even as 

a child he had no belief of spirits,  or ghosts, or demons. He'd 

listened to  the same stories  his  brothers  had listened to,  their 

uncle Scott telling them all about their grandfather's ghost in the 

bedroom of the old family house. Derek's brothers would shiver 

and their  eyes  would adopt  that  fearful  amazement  as  if  their 

grandfather would materialise right there in front of them. But 

Derek had maintained a stonewall indifference to it, as he always 

had,  listening  to  the  voice  of  logic  and  reason instead  of  the 

voice of fear.

   But the voice of fear had never been as loud as it was now, 

walking down the dark length of the hallway. The voice of fear 

had never before demanded to be heard, and obeyed. But still he 
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ignored it and continued on. Pride had kicked in firmly, and he 

was damned well not going to let irrational fear rule him now.

   'I believes it when I sees it,' he whispered softly.

While  Derek  walked  on,  the  camera  in  the  main  entrance 

watched the dark hallway, the eerie blue image still and silent, 

Derek's vague shape moving slowly some place in the distance. 

In the picture, the doors on either side of the main foyer were 

barely in view, and when there was a movement in one of them, 

the camera flickered rapidly on and off, turning to snow on the 

screen, and then finally cutting out completely.

   Derek  hadn't  noticed  this,  and  hadn't  felt  the  urge  to  turn 

around and see if the camera's infra-red light was still on. If he 

had, he might have listened to the voice of fear, and he might 

have run right out of the convent. He might have seen the tall, 

thin,  black  figure  with  two  large  glowing  eyes  that  walked 

awkwardly on long, bony legs, hugging the wall as it made its 

way down the hallway towards the staircases; towards Derek.

The staircases came slowly into view, like dark chasms carved 

out of the wall. Derek approached them, but kept his distance, 

swallowing hard as he neared them, staring constantly at the one 

that led down to the basements. In his mind he struggled with 
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this. He knew he shouldn't concentrate on the stairs going down, 

because  that  was  entertaining  fear,  and  that  would  just  grow 

stronger and stronger. He knew he should redirect his attention, 

but still he couldn't. He could see those stairs, crumbling away 

into  the  darkness  below,  another  dimension,  and  he  could 

imagine what the basement would look like, creating an almost 

perfect image in his mind. He could see a vast expanse of empty, 

dark space, only a floor and a ceiling. And then he saw rafters, 

his  mind  conjuring  these  images  against  his  will.  Just  as  the 

hanging nuns materialised in his thoughts, his attention was torn 

away and he turned the flashlight left, down the hallway that led 

to the east wing of the convent.

   Had he heard that noise again? That scraping? He shook his 

head  slowly,  fighting  against  the  images  that  pervaded  his 

thoughts. The negative feelings in his stomach were rising to his 

heart now, making it thump loud and fast in his chest. Fear was 

bubbling within him, forming in his throat into a ball he could 

barely  swallow.  It  was  getting  too  much.  The  darkness  was 

closing in, like his thoughts, those images. He had to clear his 

mind, close his eyes and think about something else. But his eyes 

wouldn't close, not here, not in the dark, where something could 

reach out and grab him, scrape him, tear him.

   The scraping noise came again,  but  now it  sounded like a 
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footstep crunching on the floor, and there was a smell, too, like 

death,  and  decomposition.  His  thoughts  became  unclear  and 

dizzy, merging slowly with reality until he could no longer be 

sure of what he was seeing. The footstep came again, but now 

from behind, now from the main hallway he had walked along. 

He turned to it, turning his back on the staircase leading down, 

and  shone  the  flashlight.  But  there  was  nothing  there  –  no 

creatures, no ghosts, no evil things come to get him.

   For a long time he stared at the hallway, every now and then 

moving  the  flashlight  around,  fear  thumping  within  him,  his 

body frozen still with it as his rational mind grappled for control. 

The voice of fear within him argued with the voice of reason, 

and he could almost hear them screaming inside his head.

   Then he saw something, just  beside him, and it  sent fierce 

daggers  of  terror  through  his  body,  his  skin  tingling  with  it, 

turning tight and hard with gooseflesh. It was two eyes, glowing, 

staring at him, from only feet away.

   It's something evil! A creature! Evil! his thoughts screamed out, 

willing him to cut and run, flee the convent and get outside to 

safety. It's something evil! Run! Get out! Run!

   Instead of running, Derek redirected the flashlight and shone it 

at those eyes. They looked exactly like the eyes he had seen in 

the room of the main building and, just  like those eyes,  these 
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were also just holes in the walls and wildlife, leading to sunlight 

outside. It was the outside world that stared in at him. Nothing 

more.

   He sighed relief  at  this,  his  entire  body shuddering with a 

sudden sense of safety and control over his thoughts. But still 

there was that smell that hung in the air, like rot. He turned the 

flashlight  around,  expectant,  and looked for  the  source  of  the 

stench. The light was drawn to the staircase into the basement, 

and he followed it, curiosity over-riding fear. He neared the top 

of the stairs, facing the abyss that dropped sharply before him, 

the stairs having long since crumbled and disappeared into the 

nothingness. As he approached the stairs the smell grew stronger, 

and  he  held  his  nose,  fighting  the  urge  to  vomit  and  cough 

against the putrid smell that stung the back of his throat.

   He turned the flashlight downward when he could walk no 

further,  and there  it  was.  At  first  he  wanted  to  turn  and run, 

because  the  sight  of  the  dead  animal  struck  him with  a  new 

terror,  staring up at  him from blackened eyes,  its  whole body 

held rigid in death, its chest open and rotting, filled with grey 

mush, leaking vile odours into the convent.

   As  he  stood watching the  dead animal,  Derek's  mind was 

bombarded with images of the basement again. They were fuller 

now, and he could see everything with terrifying lucidity:  the 
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floors,  the  ceilings,  the  rafters,  the  girls  hanging  by  ropes, 

roughly tied nooses that tore at their necks. He could see their 

dead, glassy eyes staring at him, and their mouths opening and 

closing, calling out to him, their voices only whispers echoing in 

his mind.

   He closed his eyes against it,  willing the images out of his 

mind, wanting to turn and run and leave the convent.  But the 

images wouldn't leave his thoughts, and he couldn't move to run. 

The smell remained, wafting up into his face in waves, and in his 

mind he could see the girls, reaching out to him, wanting him to 

join them.

   'No . . .' His words came out as only weak whispers. 'No, I need 

to leave . . .'

   He took a step backwards, his eyes still closed, his head still 

shaking to remove the thoughts. But all came to an abrupt stop 

when  that  sound  cut  through  the  convent  –  the  sound  of 

crunching footsteps, somewhere near.

   Derek swung around, the flashlight dashing across the walls, 

and the wildlife that penetrated them. His eyes were drawn to 

where those two glowing portals into the outside had been, but 

now they weren't there. There were no holes, and no sunlight. 

They had moved. His mind screeched with terror, calling out for 

him to run out of there.
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   'It's not real!' he screamed, wanting not to believe it. But he had 

to, because he was seeing it. 'I don't believe it! It's not real! It's 

not happening!'

   He took a step forward, moving back into the main hallway, his 

legs turning weaker with every step, his free hand held out trying 

to  catch  the  wall  for  support  against  the  dizzy  spell  now 

attacking him. The stench of the rotten animal blasted his senses, 

and the images of the basement battered his mind, blending into 

perfect synchronicity with the echoing footsteps crunching the 

floors around him, drawing closer all the time.

   The darkness seemed to closed in on him, his vision growing 

suddenly poor.  He looked up, and in the distance,  a thousand 

miles from where he was, he could see the main building, the 

camera, the car – freedom.

   His legs turned weak, and he fell forward, grasping at the air 

for something to hold on to. He hit the floor hard and he could 

hear it creaking beneath him, the thin, rotting boards that stood 

between him and the basement below creaking and cracking.

   He turned over, gaining his knees, and reached out to the wall, 

struggling  to  stand  up,  struggling  to  get  his  thoughts  back 

together.  He  wanted  to  refuse  everything,  not  believe  it.  He 

wanted more to be gone altogether, and to never have entered the 

convent.  It  was  evil,  through and through, soaked in evil  and 
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echoing evil, and he could feel it now, running through his mind 

and poisoning his veins like a disease.

   Still on his hands and knees, he managed to find a shred of 

resolve,  some last  thread of his former self,  his  sceptical self, 

fighting through the fear,  the stench, the evil.  That part  of his 

mind spoke up and was heard through the din of his thoughts. It 

told him to stand up and walk out of the building. To leave and 

never come back. He could still do that. He could stand up right 

there and then and walk right out, leave everything behind and 

get into his car and drive away.

   His heart beat hard with this new possibility, this glimmer of 

hope. He pushed with all his strength to stand up, his mind bent 

only on walking out just as his thoughts had commanded. But his 

heart broke into pieces, the fragments jumping up into his throat 

and blocking it when he saw no light – no main entrance,  no 

camera,  no  car,  no  escape.  It  was  all  black  –  blocked  by 

something.

   His eyes were drawn upwards, and he saw two shining orbs of 

light staring down at him from above, piercing his mind and his 

soul  and sending him into new realms of  confused panic and 

abysmal fear.

   A silent scream came from his open mouth and he stumbled 

backwards, the flashlight leaving his hand as he scrambled into 
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the dark for safety,  his  eyes always staring back at  those two 

shining orbs looking down at him, following him. In the glow of 

the flashlight, now lying abandoned on the floor, he could see the 

thing. Its long, thin legs trembling and weak; its arms hung low 

by its sides, one of them finding the wall for balance; its mouth 

open  in  a  wide  snarl  of  hideous  evil,  baring  sharp  and 

glimmering  teeth,  and  those  two  large  orbs  of  intense  light, 

watching him, staring into his soul, melting it into darkness.

   His thoughts disintegrated, and his world became dark as his 

eyes  closed  and  his  mind  left  the  convent,  an  endless  sleep 

stealing over him, shielding him from seeing the thing as it took 

him by the arms and dragged him towards the staircase.

* * * * *

It  was  seven  AM  when  the  five  local  men  employed  by the 

council  arrived  at  the  convent.  They  were  farmers  and 

tradesmen, paid well  to do the job of sealing the convent up. 

Robert Finn drove them out in the van he used for his plumbing 

business, and the van was filled with small sheets of fibre-board, 

nails,  and  signs  with  words  like  UNSAFE,  NO ENTRY,  and 

CONDEMNED printed on them.

   The first thing they saw was the silver Ford Fiesta parked in 
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the  driveway directly in  front  of  the convent's  main building. 

They had been told about the paranormal investigator that had 

been there the day before, but they thought he'd be gone by now.

   As the men filed out of the van they walked over to the car, 

inspecting  it,  wondering  where  its  owner  was.  Micky  Daly 

wandered over to the main entrance and peered inside.

   'Hey, there's a camera in here,' he shouted out, and the other 

men  joined him,  each  of  them peering  in,  waiting  to  see  the 

paranormal investigator.

   Daniel  O'  Shea,  the  oldest  of  the  group,  a  retired  chippy, 

stepped  into  the  main  building.  'Hello?'  he  called  out,  slowly 

approaching the camera. The other men followed, each of them 

feeling that creeping fear in their guts. 'Anyone here?'

   'He's fuckin legged it,' Robert Finn said, taking Daniel by the 

arm. 'Come on, get out. We're not goin any further now.'

   The men all backed away from the camera, exiting the house 

and walking back to the van. Those men were local,  some of 

them living less than a mile away, and they knew all about the 

convent of the Holy Rosary – dubbed the "Unholy Rosary" by 

them. They knew not to go inside the buildings. They also knew 

that  whoever  the  paranormal  investigator  was,  he  was  either 

halfway  through  Killykeen  forest,  running  away  from  the 

convent, or he was still in there, dead for all they knew.
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   It was out of their hands as far as they were concerned, and 

they carried out their work. Slowly sealing the convent up, and 

leaving all of its ghosts inside.
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Oubliette
                                                                                                                                                                   

verything was dark. Dark, and empty, and devoid of life. It 

was like what you would imagine the Universe looked like 

before the Gods of Man had that first spark of inspiration. A vast, 

palpable darkness that seemed infinite.

E
   This feeling of infinity was embellished by the fact that Connor 

had  been  down there  for  four  days,  and  in  that  time  he  had 

slowly begun to crawl inside his own mind. His consciousness 

was a tiny particle of thought, floating endlessly in a mind that 

was itself trapped in a seemingly endless darkness.

   But it wasn't so endless. There was an end, a wall, and Connor 

was crouched against it.  The wall was rough and felt like wet 

earth, too hard to scrape and dig at, but soft enough that large 

lumps of it would fall to the wet floor of the place with a sloppy 

splash.  Every  time  that  happened,  Connor  would  jump  away 

from the  sound with  a  yelp.  He had changed down there.  So 

much so that  even his  screams had begun to  sound different. 
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They still  echoed back and forth,  bouncing off invisible walls 

like the voices of the dead, calling menacingly out to him and 

beckoning him to join them, but they had become more . . .

   . . . more childlike. They had become more feral, and more 

childlike. Connor Delvin was a twenty-five year old man. He had 

just that year graduated from Trinity College with a degree in 

Irish history, and was on his way to becoming a college professor 

himself. But not now . . . Now he was a child again, a small boy, 

imprisoned in a dark room that stretched into everlastingness. It 

stretched on forever.

   He hadn't slept much since he had been thrown into the room. 

He hadn't been able to sleep for more than five minutes at a time, 

and every time his head would fall forward, releasing him into a 

slumber, he would feel those hands again, and they would be all 

over  him,  making him re-live  the  whole  event  over  and over 

again. The kidnapping. The transport to . . . wherever this was. 

The laughter, evil laughter. Then the entrance, and he could see it 

in the darkness twenty feet above him, the hole through which he 

had been dropped, landing with a painful crunch in the shallow 

water on the floor of this place.

   His head nodded forward again and his body screamed out 

desperately  for  rest,  but  he  jolted  back  suddenly,  feeling  the 

darkness  close  in,  and  almost  lost  his  balance,  only  saving 
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himself from tumbling over by grabbing a handful of the earthen 

wall. The weak yelp escaped him again, and echoed back to him 

over and over. He closed his eyes against it though and tried to 

force it away. He wanted to scream at the nightmarish echo of his 

own fear, but the scream would be loud, and it would bounce on 

forever, growing in pitch and pace and beating his mind with the 

horrible madness in it.

   The echo stopped then as suddenly as it had begun, and the 

black space was once again in silence, thick and evil.

   He looked around, peeking over his shoulder and squinting to 

try and see detail, terrified that he might see something bad – a 

hand,  thin  and  frail  with  dead  skin  wrapped  taut  around  it, 

reaching for him in the dark. It would stroke him, and play with 

his hair, and . . .

   He closed his eyes, blocking out the nightmarish images that 

battered his senses and made him want to squeal over and over 

and beg for freedom. He had begged for freedom at first; he had 

looked up at the hole in the ceiling and called out, the sound of 

his own voice frightening him even then. But his pleas had fallen 

on deaf ears, and his captors – whoever they were – were not 

listening to his trembling cries.

   Then the hunger had come, at around the same time that the 

darkness had grown thick and suffocating. The hunger had come 
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sharp and painful in his stomach, but was soon forgotten as a 

sense of absolute claustrophobia sank into his thoughts. He had 

crawled over to a corner of the room and huddled against a wall, 

closing his eyes and trying, in vain, to imagine himself anywhere 

but there. He tried, with all his mental energy, to pretend that the 

dark was not there, enveloping him, engulfing him and trapping 

him in its black arms.

   But every time he would open his eyes the darkness would fall 

forward  again,  like  a  huge  boulder,  crushing  him  under  its 

weight.

   Behind him a new slab of the wall fell away, sliding serenely 

downwards and landing with a splash in the three or four inches 

of stagnant water that covered the floor. It sent out a wide spray 

of the water, and the cold droplets landed all over Connor's arms 

and face. He scurried along the wall to escape it, and fought the 

urge to yelp and scream. He didn't want to hear those horrible 

echoes,  like  the  groans  of  monsters,  and  ogres,  giant  and 

murderous, living in the darkness, only feet away from him at 

any time.

   Again  he  heard  the  squelching  sound  as  a  part  of  the 

subterranean room fell away, and again he was showered in the 

stale water when it splashed to the floor. This time, when he tried 

to  escape  the  rain,  he  lost  his  footing,  tripped  on  something 
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unseen, and fell backwards onto the floor, his arms spread out 

and unable to protect him, as if they had long since given up.

   His head struck the floor, and for a moment the room was lit 

up.  He  knew  the  light  was  from  within  his  own  head,  and 

artificial,  but still  he saw them, a dozen or more, all pale and 

semi-decomposed, illuminated by the flash of pain in his skull 

and standing around him in a rough half circle. Their faces were 

drawn and disfigured with rot,  and their  eyes watched him in 

judgement.

   Then darkness, and his eyes closed. For the first time in almost 

a hundred hours, Connor fell asleep. And the sleep seemed to last 

an eternity.

He couldn't tell if he was awake, or when he had awoken. He 

could guess, since his thoughts were apparently coherent, and he 

could speak in whispers and hear his own voice thrown back at 

him from the other side of the place, that he was awake. But he 

was still lying on his back, the cold, stale water licking his ears 

in tiny waves.

   Above, directly above, he could see the small hatch through 

which he had been thrown. It was dark at first, just like the room, 

but soon his vision improved, or he was hallucinating, because 

he thought he could see stars through the hole.
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   Where am I? he wondered silently. 'Where is this place?' His 

thoughts became whispers, and the small echo of his voice no 

longer had the same haunting effect over him. Sleep had done 

him a lot of good and, as far as he knew, he could have slept for a 

whole day, or a whole week, but sleep had most definitely done 

him good. It had brought him slightly away from the panicked, 

mindless fear he had given himself in to.

   He sat up, pushing himself slowly with his hands in the water. 

He hung his head back, still looking up at the entrance to this 

place – to call it an exit would be wishful thinking and no more. 

The stars were gone,  or hidden, but he knew he was in open 

terrain – a  field somewhere,  maybe.  He knew because of  the 

structure of the room itself. Square and obviously man made as 

the room was, it had walls made of hard earth. The place was no 

more than a hole in the ground. And somehow, this thought gave 

him hope.

   He stood up, his arms held out before him like a blind man – 

which essentially, he was – and searched for a wall. Once he got 

to a wall  he would feel better.  He didn't  like to be out in the 

centre of the room. Because in the centre of the room . . .

   The hands, thin and frail and with skin wrapped tightly over  

aged  and  withered  tendons  and  muscles.  Creaking  limbs  

reaching for him in the dark . . . touching him and stroking his  
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skin . . . playing with their food . . .

   He forced with all he had to push those images out of mind, 

and continued walking in his direction, trying to find a wall. He 

walked slowly – not wanting to suddenly reach a wall and break 

a finger on it  – and blinked rapidly against  the dark,  his face 

wearing a constant look of harsh and sudden surprise.

   Finally, he found a wall and could feel the slimy mud that it 

was made from. He held onto it, gaining some sense of security 

from  it.  He  moved  closer  to  it,  and  looked  back  up  at  the 

entrance to the place. He studied it silently for a long time, his 

eyes moving curiously, unseen in the dark. He had been there for 

four days – although he had lost all sense of time by now – but 

he had never seen daylight. There had never been light beyond 

the entrance. Only darkness. Although, he had never seen stars 

through it before either, and this made him wonder if the hatch 

was really there at all, or if he was just imagining it.

   He shook his head and closed his eyes, knowing he was seeing 

it, and that it was real. Fear he was feeling, but he felt like he 

would know delirium if it took him.

   'The hatch is real,' he whispered reassuringly, and looked back 

up at it.

   The noise of mud sliding off the wall came again and his eyes 

shot around in the dark towards the sound. He didn't run away 
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from it this time, though. The fear was strong, almost terror, and 

he wanted badly to run from it, screaming in circles around the 

place.  But  he held himself  together,  knowing full  well  that  to 

give in to the fear and panic would be bad. So bad that once it 

started, it might never stop.

   He was lucky, he thought, as he heard the mud splash in the 

shallow water. He was lucky because he had been able to sleep, 

and while asleep he had regained some lucidity and calm in his 

thoughts. To ruin that now would be the worst thing he could do. 

The worst thing.

   As he listened, his senses sharpened in the darkness, he heard 

another wad of damp earth slide down the wall. A second later it 

would leave the wall and splash to the floor sending a spray of 

the gritty water into the room.

   He almost ignored it and didn't pay attention, but with nothing 

else to concentrate on he immediately picked up on the absence 

of the splash. He listened intently for it, but it never came. The 

lump of slushy muck just kept moving.

   His thoughts jumped and sparked when it became terrifyingly 

apparent  that  the  mud  was  not  sliding  down the  wall;  it  was 

sliding  across the wall, coming slowly but surely towards him. 

For  a  brief  moment  –  that  in  his  mind  lasted  forever  –  his 

thoughts  ceased  to  exist,  and  he  simply  stood  there,  staring 
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through the darkness in the direction of the sound. The image of 

rotted hands and arms coming out of the darkness came back to 

him and he shrieked loudly, unable to stop it.

   He clasped his hands over his mouth, but it was too late, and 

the sound of his terror bounded around him, bouncing off the 

walls and coming back to his ears as a hideous laughter.

   He heard a slapping sound then, from somewhere to his left, 

and he stumbled away from it  as fast  as he could.  The sound 

came again  and echoed in  the  room,  along with  the  laughter. 

People, laughing from every part of the room. He could see their 

hideous, rotted faces, with dim yellow eyes, and shrivelled lips 

drawn back to reveal dried tongues and rows of teeth, splintered 

into sharp fangs. He felt hands, grasping at him in the dark. And 

nails, scraping his flesh, trying to grab him.

   He stumbled backwards, always moving in wide circles. Again 

and again he heard that slapping sound as something hit the wall 

and another payload of moist earth was dropped into the water. 

The laughter persisted, and he covered his ears to escape it, but it 

would not relent and continued inside his thoughts.

   'Leave me be!' he screamed. 'Leave me be!'

   But they just got louder, screaming and howling and slapping 

the walls. Water splashed all around and he was saturated in it. 

And still he held his hands over his ears, not yet willing to accept 
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the pointlessness of trying to escape the laughter.

   'Why am I here?' he screamed madly into the dark, his eyes 

squeezed tightly shut. 'Who are you?

   The laughter stopped suddenly, the muck was no longer thrown 

to the ground, and the water became still as he stood there, his 

eyes still closed and his hands held tightly over his ears.

   He heard a voice then, speaking directly into his mind, as if it 

was  no  more  than  his  own  thoughts.  He  entertained  the 

possibility that he might finally have gone completely mad, and 

was now hearing the insane voices inside his head. Maybe he 

had finally lost it.

   Why are you here? the voice said in withheld tones of anger 

and contempt.

   For a moment, Connor couldn't speak, or form the words to 

speak.  His  mind  was  in  a  tug  of  war,  trying  hard  to  decide 

whether he was listening to his own obliterated subconscious, or 

the voice of something, some entity, outside of himself.

   'I-I don't know!' he said, his voice trembling. 'I . . . I don't know 

w-where this place is.'

   This is our home! the voice roared, and Connor tightened his 

hands over his ears in a futile effort to block it out. Why are you 

here?

   'I was . . . I was put down here . . . by someone . . . I don't  
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know who, or how!'

   Do you mean to say that you have been thrown into this place  

against your will? the voice asked patiently. It sounded like the 

voice of an old man – wise, somehow.

   'Yes . . . !'

   There was silence, and Connor opened his eyes and took his 

hands from his ears. The room was still filled with that darkness, 

but  at  least  it  was  calm.  There  were no  more  voices,  and he 

found he missed them slightly. They may have been voices from 

within his own mind, or the voices of something else entirely, but 

they  had  briefly  taken  his  thoughts  away  from  his  darkened 

prison.

   He  almost  jumped  back  when  the  voice  came  again,  but 

steadied himself, terrified that the owner of the voice might be 

standing somewhere near, hidden by the dark, a living corpse, or 

a demon, or -

   What is your name? the voice demanded.

   'Connor,' he said. 'My name is . . . is Connor Delvin . . .' He 

spoke quietly, as a slave might speak to a king.

   Do you know who I am, Connor Delvin? the voice asked, and it 

was deep and ancient sounding now. Do you?

   'I don't,' Connor answered quickly. 'I have no idea who you are, 

or what this place is, and I didn't mean to offend you by being 
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here . . . but . . . but . . .'

   There was a murmur of laughter in the room, but the laughter 

was light-hearted, and all around him. Not evil.

   You have not offended me, Connor Delvin, the voice said. But 

this  is  our  home.  It  has  been  our  resting  place  for  several  

thousand years, do you understand?

   'I do,' Connor answered, scanning the darkness.

   We have been here since time forgotten, and we built this place  

and the  world around it.  We were discoverers  of  science  and  

architects of greatness. We were gods amongst men and powerful  

beyond measure. And like gods we never cease to exist, but we  

live here, in peace and undisturbed by man, and that is our will,  

and it will be obeyed. The voice paused, as if giving Connor time 

to understand. Have I made myself clear, Connor Delvin?

   'Yes . . . Yes, you have . . .'

   We have watched you for some time. We waited for you to  

leave, but you did not. There was silence for a moment. Why do 

you not leave this place?

   Connor didn't  answer right away, afraid the question was a 

trick. 'I . . . I can't. The hole is too high, and I can't climb to it,' he 

said.

   If you should remain here, you will die, and your immortal  

spirit will reside here for the rest of time. But you are not one of  
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us, and so you are not welcome here. Eternity here would mean  

eternal damnation for you: torment of the soul. So we will help  

you leave. Find a wall, Connor Delvin, the voice commanded, 

and Connor immediately stumbled backwards, falling into a wall 

and holding onto it.

   There was a noise then, a sound so familiar and with such a 

link to the last four days in the room that for a moment, he was 

convinced there were no voices, and no help, and that he would 

die down in that place, and rot slowly in the shallow water. The 

sound was of a lump of mud, sliding down the wall and falling 

with a splash to the floor.

   But the sound of splashing didn't stop, and he listened closely, 

wondering if his mind was playing with him. Was that running 

water? Was it a constant surge of water falling into the room?

   He panicked, and opened his mouth to scream, but no sound 

came out. He was going to drown in there, and the very idea of it 

sent  a  fresh  blanket  of  panic  over  him.  He clutched  the  wall 

tighter, feeling the water splash around his ankles and rise slowly 

up towards his legs.

   'No!' he screamed, the sound finally leaving his mouth. 'Please,  

no!'

   The voices were gone,  and the water continued to rise.  He 

stared at the dark floor, unable to see the water that had reached 
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his knees. Ridiculously, he fell to his knees and began to push the 

water away, picking it up in his arms and throwing it across the 

room.  But  it  only kept  rising,  filling  the  room fast.  When he 

stood  up  again  it  had  reached  his  waist,  freezing  and  more 

infinitely dark than the room could ever have been.

   The water rose faster, and the sound of splashing disappeared 

as the inlet was submerged. The level of the water was at  his 

chest, and rising, rising, rising. It reached his shoulder and he 

began to shiver and cry. He pushed it away but it wouldn't go. He 

screamed and screamed, but no one would hear him. A whole 

range of mad thoughts passed through his mind as he considered 

the death now rising towards him, and now his crying had been 

reduced to sad whimpers. He didn't want to drown. He would 

have  been  happy  to  simply  expire  from  starvation.  But  not 

drowning. Anything but drowning!

   The voice came again, and he thought he jumped, but he didn't 

move against the weight of the water that was now passed his 

neck and washing against his face, numbing his lips.

   Swim,  Connor  Delvin,  the  voice  said,  and  then  was  gone 

forever.

   'Swim,'  Connor whispered,  spitting out mouthfuls of water. 

'Swim.'  He  seemed  to  consider  the  word,  like  a  philosopher 

ruminating  on  something  like  the  meaning  of  life.  But  the 
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thought  soon  came  home,  and  he  realised  with  an  almost 

blinding sense of relief what the water was for. It wasn't there to 

drown him. The voice wasn't killing him.

   It was setting him free.

   As soon as he had that realisation, the water rose to a level 

where he began to float, and the whole thing seemed to come 

together gorgeously as he looked up and watched the hatch in the 

ceiling of the room come closer. He could have cried with the 

relief  he  felt.  He  could  have  cried  with  the  freedom coming 

closer and closer towards him.

   He did cry, in fact, tears of joy, absolute joy. But when his 

fingers felt the hatch, his tears of joy turned quickly to tears of 

abysmal terror.  His fingers could feel the circular edge of the 

hole, and the huge rock that filled it, heavy and immovable. The 

water continued to rise, filling the room, and slowly drowning 

out Connor's screams of madness and fear.

Four days earlier, one of the three men hired to throw Connor 

Delvin into the hole – as punishment for unpaid college loans – 

had wondered if he could climb back out. The ancient passage 

grave, which was located in a long forgotten corner of the Irish 

countryside, was deep, and climbing the earthen walls would be 

a challenge for anyone, but still the men didn't like the idea of 
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taking a chance.

   Before they left, they found a large stone on the shore of a 

wide stream nearby and dragged it slowly to the hole, sliding the 

huge rock over the entrance, and sealing Connor Delvin into the 

oubliette forever.
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Pay The Ferryman
                                                                                                                                                                   

rigid McGuinness brushed a wisp of auburn hair out of her 

eyes and looked down discreetly at  her wristwatch.  It  was 

two-o-eight PM, and she sighed at the slowly crawling hands that 

wouldn't hurry up, despite her pleading.

B
   She just wanted it to be over. Over and done with, and then she 

could go on, and never look back. Perhaps enjoy some kind of 

normal life. She had lived with her uncle for twenty-five years, 

and now that it was over, an extra twenty-five minutes seemed 

somehow worse.

   All around her stood people of various shapes and sizes, all 

dressed in black and mourning the loss of Brigid's uncle, Eamon 

McGuinness. To them he was a kind hearted man who, using his 

extraordinary  ability,  acumen,  and  cunning  in  business,  had 

amassed an impressive fortune. But to Brigid he was none of the 

above, or, perhaps, the opposite of the above. And much more, to 

boot.
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   Brigid knew Eamon more than any other, since she had lived 

with him since her parents had died in her childhood. She knew 

that, though he had possessed a great talent for predicting events 

in the business world and world economics, most of his fortunes 

could  be  put  down  to  his  resolute  voraciousness,  and  his 

unflinching cruelty in order to get what he wanted. She knew 

that he had been the type of man to stoop to any level, and below 

that  even,  to  make  money.  Even  if  it  meant  leaving  others 

without. Even if it meant hurting others.

   There was no low to which the late Eamon McGuinness would 

not have stooped.

   As far as she was concerned, her uncle had been an evil man. 

Through and through. And as the priest, father Lacken, friend of 

the  dead  businessman,  read  out  from scripture,  promising  the 

dead old man safe passage to the pearly gates, Brigid could only 

look at the pale and pasty face of the deceased, a horrid spasm of 

disgust spawning on her own. The priest was wrong, a misguided 

fool, because Brigid knew that the only place for fiends like her 

uncle was where fire and brimstone reigned, and the Devil poked 

you with a trident made of flames.

   In any case, heaven was not his destination.

   She realised the twitching anger in her lips and stopped it, her 

eyes darting quickly about to see if anyone had noticed. They 

67



T. H. DAVIS

hadn't. All forty people at the small, intimate funeral were either 

deep in thought, mourning the man, or whispering to one another 

about who was to receive his estate now. Brigid was sure it was 

her  that  would  become  Eamon's  beneficiary.  But  she  had  no 

proclivity for currency, much less that of her late uncle, and she 

would pass any funds directly to some charity or another.

   Her eyes once again found the large black coffin, moving along 

its shiny exterior in amazement at the man's wont for pointless 

prodigality, even in death. The huge wooden box had probably 

cost a good bit – stop your carcass from rotting for a guaranteed  

fifty years – and she thought this was perfectly indicative of the 

kind of soul her uncle was.

   She looked forward to feeding hungry children with his money. 

Or perhaps she would give it to breast cancer research. That was 

an excellent choice, she thought.

   Father Lacken had rested the bible on his pulpit and now faced 

the congregation of mournful faces, his own lips and eyes drawn 

downward in an expression of sorrow. He spoke freely now, his 

own eulogy to the dead man.

   'I first met Eamon thirty years ago, when he was still a budding 

entrepreneur; still learning his trade.'

   Isn't hard to be a heartless bastard, Brigid thought.

   'At once I was impressed by the man. He had a great many 
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qualities  that  are  seldom  seen  in  men  and  women  of  his 

profession these days. He was a go-getter, but a compassionate 

man at the same time. He was a strong spirit, both empathic with 

those  around  him,  and  yet  fully  capable  of  managing  the 

demanding  strains  of  his  business  activities.  His  ability  to 

balance his personal life with his professional and to such high 

degrees was impressive, to say the least.

   Aren't  you going to  mention that  he was a wolf  in  sheep's  

clothing? Brigid's  thoughts hissed.  She wanted to speak aloud 

and  finally  end  the  myth  that  her  uncle  was  anything  but  a 

ruthless tyrant, but didn't. She didn't see the point. After all, it 

seemed like something her uncle might do.

   'When you met Eamon, you immediately liked him, and felt as 

though  he  was  on  your  side,'  the  priest  smiled,  and  looked 

sideways,  as  though  remembering  his  own  experience.  There 

were nods of agreement from others in the church.  'He was a 

kind soul, generous and giving. He donated to many charities, 

and helped out with local events whenever he could afford the 

time from his business. He was a wise man, wise before his time, 

and  he  was  ever-ready with  some  nugget  of  wisdom for  any 

problem you could put to him. A quick witted person, always 

with a joke or some funny little anecdote.

   'He may have had his faults, like all people on God's earth, but 
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he was mostly good to the bone, and he shall be dearly missed by 

all who knew him, and remembered, too.'

   I have got to get out of here, Brigid thought, and looked down 

at her watch again, willing time to move faster. She adjusted the 

collar of her blouse, feeling faint suddenly, and a little dizzy. It 

was all this pomp and ceremony for her uncle. It was wrong, and 

she didn't want to be part of the group acknowledging lies.

   She took a breath, deciding to hold on until the end.

   'Before he is laid to eternal rest, and delivered into the loving 

arms of the Lord,' the priest continued, 'it was Eamon's last wish 

that two pennies be placed upon his eyes. It would appear that 

the  man was a  believer  in  the  myths  and legends of  old.  Yet 

another interesting side to his personality.'

   Brigid's jaw was dropped and her mouth formed a wide O of 

shock at this.  Coins on his eyes? On his eyes? The old bastard  

wants to take his money to the grave?

   She could feel the anger build within her, coursing through her 

veins as adrenaline and making her tremble all over. His greed 

knew no bounds, it seemed, and he was intent on taking money 

even into the afterlife, to live in that expensive coffin with him 

for eternity.

   No, she thought.  No fucking way. She was staring at the grey 

pallid face of her uncle now, her eyes narrowed into two slits, 
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darkened with hate. You don't get to go through life a merciless  

fuck, hungry for money and cutting down everyone around you 

just to get it, and then bring it with you when you're dead. Not if  

I have anything to do with it!

   She was on the verge of tears when the priest produced a pair  

of pennies, one in each hand, holding them high as though they 

were  communion  wafers,  or  sacred  lumps  of  metal.  Then  he 

leaned over the coffin and placed them gently on the dead man's 

eyes,  adjusting  them slightly so they balanced on his  bulging 

eyeballs. Then he smiled to himself, a job well done, and stood 

up  again,  directing  his  smile  and  satisfied  eyes  towards  the 

gathering. They smiled back, and Brigid could see them in her 

periphery.  Sheep,  they were.  Dumb, dumb sheep who had no 

idea who they cried for, or what he really was.

   He was evil to the core, lusting only for money. Money, money, 

money.  That  was his  god.  No Christian  entity had guided his 

path, and no Christian entity would greet him above the clouds. 

Even now, on some plane of existence, he was hoarding money. 

She knew it.

   But he would not take it to the grave with him, even if it was 

only pennies. He would not, and she would make sure of it.

When Father Lacken had finished his sickening speech about just 
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how fantastic Eamon McGuinness had been, the people in the 

church  all  filed  away towards  the  graveyard.  Two men  stood 

nearby,  ready to  transport  the  coffin  to  its  grave,  and  Father 

Lacken approached Brigid, who now stood by the coffin, staring 

at the coins that rested on her uncle's eyes.

   She felt an arm slither onto her shoulder, and flinched at it. She 

looked up and saw the priest looking into the coffin.

   'Sorry, father,' she said.

   'That's okay, Brigid,' the priest replied, looking empathetically 

at her. His wrinkled face curled up into an expression of sadness. 

'You take a few minutes before he's buried.' Then he smiled a 

half smile and left her standing there.

   She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the priest and the two 

grave keepers cautiously. Her heart throbbed hard in her chest, 

and a quick layer of cold sweat left her skin. The fear of being 

caught  for  what  she  was  about  to  do  was  immense,  and  her 

tongue was jumping with electric fear.

   She looked back into the coffin and her eyes found the coins 

again. Father Lacken had probably thought she was studying the 

dead man's face, not working up the courage to pluck the coins 

from his eyes. She swallowed hard as she gazed at the coins, her 

right hand worming its way along the lip of the coffin towards 

her uncle's face. She couldn't fight the feeling that any moment 
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his  eyes  would  spring  open  beneath  the  coins  and  he  would 

scream at her for trying to take his money away.

   Finally her will to leave him penniless in the dirt won over, and 

she grabbed both coins as quickly as she could, trying hard not to 

touch the wafer thin eyelids beneath,  terrified that they would 

open and his glassy dead eyes would be staring horribly up at 

her.

   When she had the coins in the palm of her hand she took a 

deep  breath  of  relief.  She  looked  down  at  the  coins  for  a 

moment, feeling the fear subside and the satisfaction surface. She 

dropped the coins into her purse and glanced surreptitiously over 

her shoulder. No one had seen it. Father Lacken was whispering 

with the grave keepers, and their attention was all on him.

   Brigid looked back at the coffin, staring at her uncle's naked 

eyes. She smiled. Victory was sweet indeed. His days of ruthless 

money grabbing  were  over.  And  he  wasn't  going  to  take  the 

spoils of his life across the void with him.

   'No pockets in a shroud,' she whispered.

   She looked back at the priest, stepping slightly to the right to 

obscure her uncle's face. 'Father Lacken,' she whispered loudly. 

He looked over immediately. 'May I close the coffin? I'd like it 

closed from now, if that's okay.' Her face had adopted a mournful 

look, and she hoped it  was convincing. The priest  smiled and 
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nodded, then turned back to the other men.

   She found it hard not to smile herself, and had to turn back to 

the coffin to conceal her delight at not being caught. Although, 

had  she  smiled  at  that  moment,  it  would  only have  been the 

outward expression of her nervousness at what she had just done. 

Brigid was not the daring type – she had never been the daring 

type. When her parents had died all those years ago she had gone 

into herself somewhat. Perhaps this was why she had never liked 

her uncle. Had she been anything like he was she was sure he 

would have taken her fully under his wing. That she had lived 

with him in her youth was only a legal obligation, since there 

were no other family members she could live with.

   That she lived with him as an adult was only because he was 

sickly in the last few years, and her unyielding kindness, even for 

the evil old bugger, prevented her from leaving him uncared for.

   She closed the coffin,  looking one last  time at  the hideous 

corpse of her dead uncle, as poor now as when he was born.

* * * * *

The burial had been brief, and Brigid was thankful for that now 

as she entered her uncle's house just outside Dublin City. Apart 

from the warmth of the June day,  and the service held in  the 
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company of  so many darkly dressed mourners,  her  mind was 

bent on the coins she had stolen from her uncle's cold eyes. She 

had felt bad about that as soon as she had closed the coffin. She 

felt ashamed of herself for being so unkind and petty. Sure, he 

was an evil old bugger in life, but she now thought that perhaps 

death was payment enough for his sins.

   Perhaps.

   But it didn't change the fact that she had taken the coins, closed 

the coffin, and watched as it had been lowered six feet into the 

ground, unable to speak or rectify the thing she had done to make 

herself feel so guilty. And now, with the grave filled in and all 

forgotten, there was no turning back.

   Just push it out of your mind, she told herself, rooting around 

in her handbag for her cigarettes. She found them, and her purse, 

too. She extracted the purse, held pinched between two fingers, 

her eyes considering it as if it was a dead rodent.

   She opened the purse and peered inside. Change, notes, two 

coins  that,  nondescript  as  they  were,  stood  out  to  her 

immediately. Were they glowing? Did they appear to brighten up 

as she watched them, as though smeared with particles of her 

dead uncle's soul?

   She closed her eyes, breathed in deeply, opened her eyes, and 

sighed  when  the  illusion  had  ceased.  It  was  just  an  optical 
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illusion caused by going from the bright day outside to the grey 

house.  She  looked  up  at  the  large  living  room  window,  and 

noticed the day had gone decidedly overcast suddenly. Large rain 

clouds loomed overhead, stretching out as far as the eye could 

see.

   Brigid looked back at the purse, and reeled when she saw that 

the  coins  looked  luminescent  again,  shining  dimly  up  at  her, 

separated by their glow from the other coins in her purse. For a 

moment she could only stare in swirling amazement at the effect, 

her mind questioning the reality of what she was seeing, and her 

eyes telling her it was real.

   Her fingers moved cautiously towards the coins. The room had 

grown dark around her, the darkness created by the cloud filled 

sky outside. She breathed heavily as she reached for the coins, 

and  reaching  them seemed  to  take  an  eternity,  each  moment 

filled with fear.

   A mental image flashed through her mind. It was of a small, 

cramped space.  An oblong box. There was a noise within the 

box, like feet and fists pummelling wood. And screams of rage, 

horrible, evil rage.

   She closed her eyes to fight the images and when her eyes 

opened the entire situation had changed. The coins had ceased to 

glow, now normal again like all the others. The sky outside had 
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cleared again and the summer sun beat down on the house. The 

living room was bright. All was as it should be, but the feeling of 

unease had not left her. The feeling crept around her bones like a 

serpent, crushing out calm and well-being.

   She  grabbed  the  coins  and  placed  the  purse  aside.  In  the 

kitchen she dropped the coins into the waste basket, listening as 

they mingled with other rubbish. Then she stood there, looking at 

the floor and considering what had just happened.

   'I'm tired, that's all,' she reasoned, and nodded as if to reinforce 

her logic. 'Very tired.' And I'll go to bed, she thought.

   Rest was all she needed. The day had been long. But the day 

had been a marking point in her life. It was the end of one era 

and the beginning of another. She had finally been set free of the 

burden of her uncle, and set free to be who she really was now. 

She could  do  as  she  pleased,  and  turn  his  house  into  a  nice, 

bright place, rather than the gloomy dungeon of monetary gain 

that it had been for almost fifty years.

   But first, sleep. She could do nothing until she was rested. And 

clearly, if she was hallucinating, she was exhausted.

   She trudged up the long staircase that led to the first floor. 

When she reached the top she glanced left and saw her uncle's 

bedroom. For a moment she looked at it. There was no sickly 

uncle in  there now. He was gone.  Finally gone.  This  was the 
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thought that brought it all home, and made it all real. Seeing his 

body, and stealing those coins from his eyes had not given her 

the feeling of reality that looking at his closed bedroom door did.

   Brigid  smiled,  and turned right,  strolling  towards  her  own 

bedroom.

   Soon she was between her sheets, and sleep came quickly. But 

it was filled with darkness, and evil, a presence from some other 

place, visiting her mind. Her dreams were filled with images of 

that  oblong box, and the sounds of thumping from within,  as 

though  some  fiendish  creature  was  intent  on  escaping.  Some 

hideous evil, clawing and scraping at its wooden prison.

   She  tossed  and  turned  in  her  sleep,  but  the  nightmares 

continued, unrelenting.

A scream rose in her dreams, shrill and hateful. But the scream 

was more real than the nightmare. It was real enough to bring her 

out of her sleep. She opened her eyes and saw the ceiling of her 

bedroom,  shimmering under  the  opalescent  light  of  the  moon 

outside. For a moment, all was silent, and the scream she had 

heard faded back into the recesses of her imagination.

   Then it came again, louder than before, and her body froze in a 

spasm of pulsing terror. Her eyes rapidly shut and opened, and 

she was unsure whether to look or hide. Her hands clenched the 
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sheets, but she could not sit up, or move to defend herself, or 

escape whoever had uttered that howling scream of hatred. The 

terror had firmly gripped her so that she was paralysed by it, and 

now she could only look up at  the pale ceiling,  black,  smoky 

shapes waving across it, shadows cast by the net curtains in the 

windows.

   Her wide eyes snapped shut when the scream was repeated, 

and her ears heard it clearer than ever. It was in the house, there 

was no doubt about it.  It was nearer,  too.  Maybe even on the 

same floor as her. Maybe only feet from her bedroom door.

   Oh, God, she prayed, Oh, God, protect me! Protect me! Don't  

let it get me! Protect me!

   She had no awareness of her prayers, or why she should be 

praying when she  held no belief  in  any God.  But  she prayed 

anyway, because now, with a howling thing outside her bedroom 

door, prayer, she felt, was the only way she could be saved.

   The  world  fell  silent,  as  if  life  had  been  sucked  out  in  a 

vacuum.  The  voice  of  her  thoughts  fell  silent  also,  and  she 

listened  intently.  She  waited,  fully  expecting  to  hear  another 

scream, and dreading it. But what she heard was infinitely worse 

than the screams.

   Against the silence of the night time, the soft scraping on her 

bedroom door, as of nails on wood, was magnified into her ears. 
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She tried to move, but terror had gripped her body tighter, and 

she was prisoner to it. She tried to scream, to get the attention of 

anyone within earshot, but the only sound she could utter was a 

low whine. The sound of her fear pushed the fear deeper, and 

doubled it.

   The  scraping  continued,  and  her  eyes  moved  downward, 

tracing the soft outlines of the furniture, gracing the wardrobe, 

dresser, and full length mirror before seeing the bedroom door 

itself. Then she watched it, trying to figure this out, to somehow 

use logic to know what was going on. But the situation defied 

logic, and all she could do was panic, her thoughts ablaze and 

incoherent.

   Her mind was filled with that scraping, and her whole body 

jumped  when  the  scream  was  repeated,  this  time  from  right 

behind the door, aimed into the room and filling it with horrible 

sound. The sound reached her ears,  and for the first  time she 

screamed.

   There was a glow then. A light, coming from the door. It was 

the  keyhole.  It  was  glowing  yellow.  But,  not  the  keyhole. 

Something behind the keyhole. The scraping thing was peering 

through and into  the  room, watching her  as  she lay in  terror. 

Studying her, and scraping the door.

   Her heart palpitated in her chest at the sight of that evil eye, 
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and sweat stood out on her flesh as wave after wave of nauseous 

fear and panic washed through her. She needed to run, to escape. 

But her body was heavy, tired again. The fear had knocked all 

strength  out  of  her,  and even holding her  head up to  see the 

yellow, peering eye was becoming harder to do.

   Finally her head drooped back onto the sweat soaked pillow. 

But  it  shot  up  again  when  she  heard  the  turning of  the  door 

handle, loudly audible in the stillness of the night. She looked for 

the yellow eye, but it was unseen behind the door.

   A creak, whining into the room.

   Then a crack, made of darkness, and created by the opening of 

the  door.  It  was  sliding  softly,  slowly  open,  revealing  an 

endlessly dark shadow, standing there.

   Brigid looked up and saw those yellow eyes, empty but for the 

glowing yellow.

   Who are you? she thought, because she couldn't speak. She 

didn't  expect an answer,  her mind was too decimated for that, 

and  she  didn't  get  one.  Instead  the  shadow  shuffled  slowly 

towards her. It was hunched, and made of darkness, as if draped 

in  a  long,  dark  cloak that  obscured  everything but  those  two 

glowing eye sockets.

   They watched her constantly, those eyes, and grew larger as 

they approached. More bright, and deep, empty and filled with 
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horrible anger and hate.

   Suddenly  the  shadow  was  stood  beside  her  bed,  peering 

silently down at her. She could only stare back at it,  her eyes 

glued to it and not letting her look anywhere else. Her mouth 

hung open and she gasped for air.

   She flinched when two hands rose from the black mass of 

shadow that formed the thing, but they didn't attack her, or make 

any move to. The long, grey fingers slowly opened and the hands 

turned palm up, and she almost screamed when she saw the two 

coins resting in the palms, glowing dimly at her like dull copies 

of the eyes of the shadow.

   The coins slid slowly to the fingertips of each hand and were 

lifted to the bright yellow eyes. The fingers pressed the coins into 

the  hollow  sockets,  stayed  for  a  moment,  holding  the  coins 

tightly, and then moved away. But the penny coins fell away and 

disappeared to the dark floor beneath.

   In the absolute silence of the room, Brigid watched as the 

hands rose again, the coins magically returned, and pressed them 

to those yellow eyes. And again they fell to the floor, unable to 

stay on the eyes.

   As the coins fell the shadow leaned back and a loud scream of 

anger rose in the air,  filling the room. The scream was never-

ending,  and Brigid  felt  faint  at  the  sound of  it,  every muscle 
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loosening up in her fear.

   The shadow looked back down at her, its face obscured, even 

under the glow of its eyes. For a long time it simply stared at her, 

then it turned away and slid slowly, on unseen feet, towards the 

bedroom door, disappearing into the hallway beyond.

   Brigid watched in fear and panic, unable to form thoughts or to 

know what  had  just  happened.  When a  new scream of  anger 

filled  the  hallway  she  flinched  again  and  fell  back  into 

unconsciousness on her bed.

* * * * *

The nightmares pursued her through the night, filled with those 

abysmal  screams of  echoing hatred.  When she woke the  next 

morning at almost ten AM she woke panicking and fell out of the 

bed, striking the floor hard. For a moment she lay dazed on the 

floor, and as her eyes opened she stumbled backward in renewed 

fear.

   The coins were there, one under the bed, one just beside it.

   Had it been real? Could it have been real? I put those coins in  

the rubbish! This can't be happening!

   But it was, and the proof lay on the carpet. It  had happened, 

and it had happened because she had taken the coins off the eyes 
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of the dead, and stopped the rightful passing of her uncle into the 

other side.

   There was a presence in the room with her, silently watching 

her, and her head moved left and right as she stood up, her back 

to the wall, watching every corner of the room in deep, creeping 

fear.  She  stooped and picked up the coins,  then  ran  from the 

room, grabbing her housecoat as she did.

   Brigid didn't bother to dress. She stopped in the living room 

only long enough to grab her keys. Then she was outside and 

climbing quickly into her car. As she inserted the key into the 

ignition  a  knock  came  on  the  window,  and  she  screamed, 

throwing herself away from the figure at the car. The figure also 

yelped and moved away in shock.

   'Father Lacken!' she yelled and rolled the window down as fast 

as she could. From where she was she could see her bedroom 

window,  and  she  could  feel  those  yellow eyes  staring  at  her. 

'Father Lacken, I -'

   'I just came by to give this back,' Father Lacken said, still in 

shock at her reaction to him. 'I'm very sorry to have frightened 

you, but your uncle gave me this a few weeks back, and I've been 

meaning to return it for some time now.' He paused, studying her 

face. 'Are you okay, Brigid?'

   Brigid was looking at the book. It was a book on the subject of 
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death, and the afterlife. 'Is it true about the coins, Father?' she 

asked and looked up into the old man's eyes.

   For a moment the priest was taken aback by her question. He 

shook his head, fixing his thoughts, and looked away, pondering 

her question. When he looked back he said, 'I'm not sure, Brigid. 

It's a well known myth, but there is no proof. One must make the 

choice  to  believe,  or  to  disbelieve  it.  It's  subjective,  just  like 

anything else.'

   'I  did  something  bad  yesterday,  Father,'  she  said,  looking 

downwards in shame. 'I took the coins from my uncle's eyes, and 

last night . . .' She could barely say it, because saying it would 

make her see it all again. A shudder of fear passed through her 

and she continued. 'Last night I saw him.'

   'Who?' the priest said.

   'My uncle . . .'

   For a long time the priest said nothing. He was considering 

this. Then he looked back at her. 'You brought the coins home, 

correct?'

   She nodded.

   'According to the old tradition of placing coins upon the eyes 

of  the dead,  so as to  pay the ferryman,  Charon,  the soul  will 

wander on earth if the coins are removed. The soul will follow 

the coins,  unable to pass on to heaven or hell.  Stuck halfway 
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between this world and the next.  But the soul will  follow the 

coins wherever they are.

   'Give me the coins. Your uncle will need to be exhumed. This 

can only be corrected by placing the coins on his eyes.'

   Brigid handed the coins through the window. 'Is this all real, 

Father?'

   The priest sighed. 'I wish it wasn't. I never could have believed 

that such a thing was possible. But . . . The Lord works in . . .  

odd ways.' He paused and looked down at the book he held. 'Do 

you mind if I -'

   'Keep it, Father, by all means.'

   'Thank you,' he said. 'Now I need to go. I won't leave this any 

longer than necessary.'

   'Will he . . . go away, when the coins are put back on his eyes?'  

Brigid asked, the fear evident in her voice.

   The priest only nodded, then turned and marched away from 

the house.

   When he had left Brigid felt the compulsion to glance up at her 

bedroom window. At first she could feel the glowing eyes of her 

dead uncle watching her. But as the priest got further from the 

house, the presence of her uncle faded, until it was gone, and she 

could no longer feel it.

* * * * *
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Brigid left the house that day, and sold it soon after. The money 

in her uncle's will had been passed on to her, and she used it to 

find accommodation while the house was sold. The rest she gave 

away to  charity,  as  she  had  always  intended.  All  except  two 

pennies, which she kept with her wherever she went.

   When her time came, she would be ready to pay the ferryman.
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Beneath The Water
                                                                                                                                                                   

ichard had the van packed by eight-thirty. It was a green and 

blue '77 Volkswagen Kombi van he had bought off a dealer 

in the city. It looked like the Mystery Machine. Along the side of 

the van was written SHAGGIN' WAGGIN in bold red paint, the 

words scrawled on and mostly faded away.

R

   He took one last look in the back of the van, his finger moving 

over its contents as he carefully made sure he had all he would 

need for his weekend fishing.

   His  gear  included:  a  Shakespeare  fishing  rod;  two  reels; 

enough  line  to  do  the  weekend;  lures;  bobbers;  tackle,  and 

waterproof trousers. He could get maggots when he got to the 

lake,  but  he  had  taken  the  handful  of  slimy  worms  his  son, 

Daniel, had dug up the night before, and they wriggled in a small 

plastic container. He'd set them free when he got to the lake, he 

thought.

   Deirdre, his wife, came out of the house, looking left and right 
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up and down the housing estate they lived on. Richard turned to 

her and she smiled pleasantly at him.

   'You all set?' she asked.

   Richard looked into the van again, then turned to Deirdre and 

winked.  'Good to  go.  Back around six on Sunday,  as  per  the 

usual.'  He  grabbed  her  around  the  waist  and  kissed  her.  She 

kissed  him back,  and  for  a  moment  –  a  brief  moment  –  the 

fishing trip was forgotten.

   'You better go,' she said. 'I'm taking Daniel into town today to 

do a bit of shopping.'

   'Don't forget I need new socks and jocks,' Richard said. 'The 

ones I have on are more holy than the Pope!'  he laughed and 

jumped into the rust bucket van. 'I'll bring home a big one for 

you to cook!'

   'You will all right,' Deirdre laughed. 'Come near me with a fish 

and I'll run to the hills!'

   Richard laughed as he pulled out of the driveway and onto the 

street. He turned left and drove on, leaving the smoky confines 

of the city behind. Two hours from now he'd reach Cavan, and 

he'd be preparing for two days away from it all. Only him and his 

thoughts for the next forty-eight hours.

   He sighed happily as he drove away.

   It wasn't often that Richard got to be away from his regular 
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life. Deirdre was fairly content with her lot in life, and she would 

spend the weekend with her friends,  happy as he could hope. 

Daniel was seemingly oblivious to the fact that  Dublin – like 

most cities – was a festering cesspool, and he spent his days in 

his  bedroom,  defeating  some  monster  or  another  on  his 

Playstation 3.

   But Richard wasn't as easily pleased; he couldn't just get by in 

life. It wasn't enough. He couldn't just hangout with his friends – 

of which there were only two – and shoot the shit on a Saturday 

night while watching football or playing pool or a few hands of 

poker.  He couldn't  occupy himself  as  easily as Daniel  and he 

couldn't bring himself to allow mediocrity to satisfy him.

   Five years ago, he had taken up fishing – after a string of other 

activities, including martial arts, guitar lessons and his famous 

ten day jogging craze – and he had never looked back. Every 

month he would pack up his stuff, throw it into the back of the 

banged up Kombi van that he had bought for his fishing, and 

drive  to  Cavan  to  fish.  Just  fish.  And  think.  He did  a  lot  of 

thinking  while  he  was  fishing.  There  wasn't  much  else  to  do 

when you were in a rented boat, bobbing in the centre of a lake 

and staring at the softly rippling water. As well as that, he had the 

misconception  –  which  stemmed  from  when  his  father  had 

enjoyed the sport of fishing – that it was meant to be a kind of 
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meditation,  and  a  spectacular  excuse  to  get  away  from one's 

responsibilities for a while. And in a way, it was. But he tried not 

to think in those terms; he preferred to think of it as a sport, and 

nothing more.

   He didn't really want to  get away from Deirdre and Daniel; 

they were beautiful and he loved every minute with them. But 

sometimes the weight of the world seemed to be resting entirely 

on his shoulders, and sometimes he just needed a break.

   Sometimes he just needed to be alone.

   And that was what the monthly fishing trip was for. He smiled 

every time he thought of his trips with this positive reasoning. 

The trips were a therapy for him, like letting out a valve on a 

tank  of  steam and watching  as  the  stress  slowly empties  and 

evaporates.  It  was  the  best  way  he  could  think  of  the  trips 

without feeling bad for not bringing Daniel with him, and asking 

Deirdre if she wanted to tag along. With Deirdre, he could feel 

okay, since she would say no anyway. But Daniel would say yes. 

He would be over the moon and would probably manage to find 

ten times the amount of slimy earthworms he usually did. 

   Richard knew Daniel would even behave himself on a fishing 

trip; he might even enjoy it. Who knows? But then it wouldn't be 

Richard's fishing trip, would it? It would just be another random 

fishing trip, and it would lose all of its therapeutic powers and 
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joy, and he would eventually grow tired of it and move on to 

some other hobby.

   It had happened before: with the Kung Fu, Daniel had been 

there; with the guitar lessons, Daniel had been there; with the 

jogging, Daniel had been there – albeit  lagging behind. Every 

time  Daniel  had  accompanied  Richard,  he  had  been  a  model 

child, and Richard never had to worry about tantrums and bad 

behaviour.

   But the importance would just be sucked right out of it. He 

needed it to be his, and no one else's.

   Was that selfish? Richard didn't think so.

Exactly forty minutes after leaving Dublin behind, pulling out 

onto the M50, Richard reached Navan. He stopped there for a 

sandwich and a bottle of orange juice and continued on. It took 

him roughly an hour and forty minutes to reach Cavan town and 

another twenty to get to Milltown.

   He had picked County Cavan out of all of Ireland to go fishing 

because it was easy to get to; the trip was short enough and safe 

enough.  The  county  was  also  home  to  a  staggering  three-

hundred-and-sixty-five  lakes,  and  even  though  most  of  them 

were relatively small and cosy, the sheer amount of them meant 

that he was never short of spots to go to. There were more than 
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two hundred lakes he had never been to, and doubted he ever 

would. He had found a small number of lakes that he liked and 

he tended to stick to what he knew, which was in direct contrast 

to the reason he left the city every month, but he didn't think that 

deeply about it.

   When he got to Milltown, he opened his window, enjoying the 

cool and clear countryside air. He passed Drumlane Lake on his 

left as he entered the town. At the other side of the lake, nestled 

in  the  beautiful  Killykeen Forest  Park,  he  would  meet  Lough 

Oughter.

   He was planning on fishing at  Lough Oughter,  but first  he 

would need to  stop at  a pub in Milltown and see the man in 

charge of fishing licenses. He had heard before that the man who 

looked after the license also owned a few cabins around Lough 

Oughter. Richard planned on renting one of them. It would be a 

welcome  change  to  spending  the  weekend  in  the  cramped 

Shaggin' Waggin.

   He stopped in the village, outside a small shop, and walked 

across the thin street to the pub. Within minutes he was arranging 

the fishing license.

   'Hi, I'm looking to go fishing out at Lough Oughter, there,' he 

said,  approaching the man after  having been directed  towards 

him by someone in the bar. 'You look after the license?'
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   'I do. You won't catch much up there though,' the man said, 

taking a sip of coffee and rubbing his huge grey beard.

   'Why's  that?'  Richard  asked,  waiting  to  hear  some excuse. 

There were certain people who wanted to hog all the fishing and 

they would come up with any excuse to put outsiders off.

   'Hasn't been any fish down there in . . . och, ten years or so, I  

think.' He fell silent, looking at Richard from beneath two bushy, 

salt and pepper eyebrows.

   'Don't you own a few cabins out there too?' Richard asked. 

'How about renting one?'

   'No. Not for rent. Sorry.'

   Richard watched the man closely, wondering if this was a tactic 

used to get rid of unwanted competition.

   'If it's a matter of mone -'

   'No. It's not that. I can't rent you one of them cabins. I can't do 

it, and I won't do it. There's a nice enough hotel over the way in 

Killeshandra, I'll vouch for that, but the cabins is out of order 

completely.' The man had turned to the bar, and his hand went up 

in defiance, cutting off further questioning.

   Richard  didn't  bother  to  press  the  man  on  the  cabins  any 

further,  and  a  few minutes  later  he  left  the  hotel,  his  fishing 

license in hand and the older man's excuses forgotten completely. 

He walked merrily passed the van, going into the shop he had 
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parked at  and picking up a few bits  and pieces: bread,  butter, 

cheese, and other assorted foodstuffs.

   Back in the van, he rested the plastic bag full of food on the 

seat beside him and tucked the fishing license into his pocket. He 

was beginning to get excited with anticipation.

   He pulled away from the kerb and into the main street of the 

town, turning right at the end and heading passed the Town Lake, 

going in the direction of Killeshandra, the next town over. He 

thought of the man back at the pub, and his reluctance to have 

Richard stay in one of the cabins. He wondered if it was just a 

way of putting Richard off; maybe he was hoping Richard would 

fill in the blanks and scare himself out of fishing there.

   But, as he thought about it, he did distinctly remember seeing a 

look of worry pass over the man's face as soon as the cabins were 

mentioned. The man had looked directly at Richard when he said 

no. As if to reinforce his words with his stare. He was afraid of 

something.

   'Ah, see? There I go already!' Richard said to himself, laughing 

at his own foolishness. 'I'm filling in blanks like a big dummy. 

Next  thing  I  know  I'll  be  seeing  bloody  .  .  .  banshees  or 

somethin.'

   He smiled to himself, proud of having caught his imagination 

before  too  long,  and  kept  on  driving.  Ten  minutes  later  he 
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reached an intersection of four roads. To his right was the huge 

entrance  to  Killeshandra's  abandoned  Convent;  straight  ahead 

was Killeshandra itself, County Leitrim beyond that. To his left 

was  Killykeen  and  Lough  Oughter,  and  behind  him  was 

Milltown.  He  turned  right,  watching  the  road  carefully  for 

oncoming traffic – one thing he had learned from his trips to 

Cavan  was  that  the  locals  liked  to  think  they  were  the  sole 

drivers on the roads.

   Less than five minutes later he found the lake, driving through 

Killykeen  forest  and  viewing  the  cool  blue  water  of  Lough 

Oughter drift by him through the trees. It didn't take long for him 

to find a suitable entrance and he drove almost right onto the 

shore of the lake.

   For a minute, he didn't move: he just sat in the van, enjoying 

the  lake  and  his  freedom.  The  sense  of  openness,  and  the 

hugeness of the world in places like this always blew Richard 

away.  The  lake  itself  was  beautiful,  and  the  waters  rippled 

lightly, glittering against the sun. He was listening through the 

open window as the water moved, swishing around pleasantly. In 

the trees on either side was the sound of birdsong, and a light 

breeze occasionally whistled through the trees. It was a beautiful 

soundtrack to the weekend ahead.

   He smiled to himself and got out of the van. He walked around 

96



UNDERCROFT STORIES

to the back and opened the door, reaching in and taking out his 

wellies and waterproof trousers. He put them on as he inspected 

the woods around him. The birds continued their song from the 

trees, and for a moment, he was sure he had seen a fox darting 

across the lane he had driven down. He loved the place, and he 

would  have  lived  there  in  a  heartbeat,  if  he  had  the  money. 

Property was expensive though, and for now, he'd have to make 

do with his monthly trip, which he treasured.

   Once he had his waterproof clothing on, he took the gear from 

the back of the van and carried it down to the water's edge. The 

gear didn't need any major set up and the only professional piece 

of equipment he had was the fishing rod Deirdre had given him 

for his birthday two years ago. 

   He scanned the shore for a jetty and found one about three 

hundred yards to his right, jutting right out onto the lake (perfect 

for those times when he didn't feel like going out on a boat). It 

looked like there were three small boats beside the jetty and he 

had  been  told  by  the  old  man  in  the  hotel  that  they  weren't 

chained up. When he had asked why, the man replied by saying 

there's no reason to worry about the boats being stolen, because 

no one is stupid enough to go near the water.

   Yet  another  one  of  those cryptic  things  the  man had said, 

clearly to scare Richard away. But it wasn't going to work, and 
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Richard was determined to enjoy his weekend, cabin or no cabin.

   He stared down at the jetty, studying the shore and deciding if 

it  would  be  safe  to  walk.  He  decided  against  it;  the  shore 

disappeared  into  the  water  some  way  ahead  and  all  that  lay 

between the lake and the forest was a thick layer of reeds. Reeds 

were extremely dangerous; if you fell in and panicked, you could 

become entangled in the long reeds and drown.

   As he walked back to the van, he thought about the times he'd 

heard about people dying this way, and shivered. He didn't want 

to imagine what it would feel like to be underwater, looking up at 

a clear blue sky, escape only inches away, but your attempts to 

reach it futile against the iron grip of the reeds.

   He put the gear back in the van and got into the driver's seat. 

He was sure he had seen a number of tiny lanes back the road 

and he was wondering if one of them might lead to the jetty. 

Even if he had to leave the van on the roadside and walk to the 

shore, it would still beat the crap out of sitting on a stony shore. 

No, a jetty was the only way to go. Floating above the water and 

watching the pike swim around beneath you. Then there was the 

comfort.  The  shore  was  uneven  and  impossible  to  get 

comfortable on, and he wasn't a big fan of the ant colonies he 

sometimes found on the shores. But on a jetty, he could take out 

the folding chair and chill-out all day.
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   Comfort, man. That was the name of the game. Comfort.

   He reversed the van out of the lane and turned it back in the 

direction he had come, pulling off and reaching another lane in a 

few seconds. As he neared the small lane that led to the lake he 

realised that, if he was careful, he might be able to manoeuvre 

the van down to the lake shore. It would be handier than having 

to carry his gear up and down the lane. It also meant that at night 

he would have a full view of the water, and he wanted that. In 

fact, the catching of the fish was about the least of his reasons for 

going fishing, and a lot of the time he would throw them back 

into the water. 

   The biggest reason for his monthly trip was to stare in awe at 

the countryside, and the lakes, and the forests, and the world, and 

the  stars  at  night.  It  blew  him  away  how  gorgeous  the 

countryside could be, and it made him feel tiny by comparison.

   He pulled in close to the ditch, allowing a white Transit van to 

pass him on the lane. Then he pulled slowly towards the pathway 

to the lake, edging into it and moving forward inch by inch. He 

watched his sides closely, careful not to tip the van down into a 

ditch. The whole manoeuvre took almost five minutes and soon 

the lane began to widen and he was able to pick up a little speed.

   He could see the lake ahead of him, shimmering and rocking 

back and forth. The jetty was there with three boats bobbing up 
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and down beside it. None of them were locked and only a length 

of green and slimy rope tied to the frame of the jetty kept them 

from floating away.

   Then he saw the cabins, coming slowly into view on his right 

as  he  approached  the  lake.  He  stopped  the  van  and  got  out, 

looking at the cabins. They were in severe disrepair and he found 

himself suddenly glad the old man in the hotel had not wanted to 

rent him one. They looked like they hadn't been taken care of in a 

long time and the walls were showing signs of rot. The windows 

were filthy, and even from almost a hundred feet away Richard 

could  see  the  cobwebs  and  piles  of  dead  bluebottles  in  the 

windows – like tiny fly cemeteries.

   The cabins just weren't nice, and this was his general opinion. 

He could have lived with a few bluebottles and a little damp, but 

– and maybe it was because of the trees – the cabins, of which 

there were three, looked oddly dark. Oddly enough for the sunny 

day it  was.  They looked  as  though  they had been  positioned 

beneath the trees just so that sunlight would never touch them, 

and  they  gave  off  a  cold  impression  too,  as  though  sunlight 

actually had never touched them.

   He turned away from them quickly, suddenly not feeling very 

good about them. Fortunately they were out of sight of the jetty, 

so he wouldn't have to look at them, or have that eerie feeling 
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that they were looking at him. As well as that, he would more 

than likely be spending a lot of his weekend on the water and 

nowhere near the three cabins.

   He went to the back of the van and opened the door, taking out 

the gear and transporting it to the jetty, along with the folding 

chair. It was almost eleven AM and he had the whole day ahead 

of him. He decided to stay on the jetty for a few hours, and then, 

at about three or four, he would take a boat out until dark. He 

would have a good four or five hours of the day left and that was 

plenty of time for his first day.

   The day drew on and he sat on the chair, watching the rod 

carefully, though absently, and thinking about things; becoming 

more the philosopher with every thought that drifted in and out 

of his mind – the culmination of his ruminations being how the 

world  would  look  if  highly  advanced  aliens,  not  God,  had 

created the planet.

   After  about  an  hour  sitting  on  the  jetty  and  not  catching 

anything, he took a nap, and awoke, refreshed, fifteen minutes 

later. He looked at the rod and saw no movement. Out on the 

water he could see the floater, weaving in and out of the waves 

and  bobbing  over  the  crest  of  each  one,  disappearing 

occasionally  and  travelling  the  medium of  each  tiny  rippling 

wave like a small plastic surfer, until it reappeared once again.
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   He looked at his watch, hoping it was three o'clock. It wasn't, 

and to his disappointment, he found that it was only a quarter to 

one.  He  looked  down  at  the  three  boats  and  watched  them 

carefully, wanting to board one and just travel the lake.  Travel  

the world.

   He looked back at his watch, and bit his lip for a moment while 

he thought.

   'Ah, why not,' he said at last, standing up and taking his rod 

with him. He had forgotten to buy maggots in the town, so he 

took  the  worms  Daniel  had  given  him  and  anything  else  he 

thought he might need, and stepped down into one of the boats. 

He chose the one with the least water in the bottom, but even in 

that one the water looked stagnant and unhealthy and he wished 

it wasn't there.

   He unhooked the boat, wiping the slime from the rope on his 

trousers,  and  pushed  himself  away  from  the  jetty.  The  boat 

moved slowly and smoothly through the current and he watched 

the water move by all around. He got a sudden strange feeling in 

his  head  and  stomach,  a  kind  of  dizziness  crossed  with 

excitement. It made him smile to himself as he picked up one of 

the long wooden oars and dipped it into the cold water.

   As he rowed away from the jetty, moving towards the centre of 

the large lake, he could look back and see the cabins, like three 
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hellish wooden monsters out of a Bosch painting. He tried not to 

look at them for too long, and as it was they made him uneasy, 

but  soon  he  was  preoccupied  with  controlling  the  boat  and 

picking a good spot to cast out.

   He stopped rowing and let the boat come to a nice slow drift.  

He thought the boat had stopped, but it was difficult to tell with 

the lake water drifting by beneath him. The water slapped against 

the side of the small boat and he felt tinier now than he had when 

he had been thinking about the beauty of the world that morning. 

From  the  boat,  he  had  a  panoramic  view  of  the  lake  and 

Killykeen forest park, and he loved it more than anything in the 

world at that moment. The peace and quiet was amazing and he 

thought that he could have been in the middle-ages right then, 

because he could not see any sign of a modern age, except for 

the odd power-line in the distance.

   For a while, he was tempted to think about home. Deirdre and 

Daniel  in  particular.  But  he  shut  those  thoughts  out.  Mostly 

because  this  was  his  time,  and if  he  went  thinking  about  his 

family and his home and the stinking city, then he might as well 

not have come to the lake. So he tried not to think about anything 

but  the present,  and he lay back in  a small  dry patch he had 

managed to find in the boat, and watched the floater bob up and 

down in the water. Rising and falling hypnotically.
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   So hypnotically, that before long, Richard had forgotten about 

the  fishing  trip  and  the  city  and Deirdre  and  Daniel.  He had 

forgotten  about  everything  that  was  real,  and  sank  into  a 

dreamless sleep, deepened still by the rhythmic ebb and flow of 

the water beneath him. He remained that way, unaware of the 

darkness  that  had  begun  to  come  from  the  three  cabins; 

spreading towards the shore and seeping into the water.

   Slowly but surely moving towards the boat.

He awoke slowly,  rising from the depths  of his  sleep and re-

entering consciousness. The first thing he saw was the sky, and 

he was about to smile at the sight of the sun when he realised 

that the bright orb he was staring at was not the sun at all. It was 

the moon.

   He shot forward, rocking the boat violently left and right and 

almost falling out and into the black water. He looked down into 

the lake, suddenly feeling sick to his stomach. The sight of the 

thick, bottomless water below him, spreading out like a never-

ending  chasm  of  darkness,  made  him  shiver.  He  looked  up, 

trying to find the shore. He could see it if he squinted, but while 

he slept the boat had drifted a good distance away, possibly a 

kilometre or so – though he couldn't be sure with only the pale 

light of the moon to light the world.
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   For a moment, he made no movement; sleep was still  only 

fading  away,  and  a  nauseating  dizzy  spell  had  struck  him. 

Suddenly the smell of the wild that he had loved so much earlier 

that day seemed strong and overpowering, and the infinity of his 

surroundings  was  magnified  by  the  dark  blanket  of  night: 

embellishing the feeling of despair and panic that was creeping 

into his stomach.

   On the shore, he could make out the faint shapes of the jetty 

and the three cabins. The jetty itself was bathed in the silvery 

glow  of  the  moon,  but  the  cabins  were  in  almost  complete 

darkness, their shapes only visible due to the overhanging trees, 

which somehow managed to cast darker shadows over the three 

wooden buildings.  For  a  long while  he  couldn't  pull  his  eyes 

away from the cabins, and the feeling of coldness that he had felt 

from them on the shore reached him now, all the way out onto 

the lake.

   Something's wrong with them, he thought, too afraid to speak 

the words, unless the sound of his own voice against the deathly 

silence of his watery surroundings would scare him half to death.

   To his left, he saw thin wisps of fog drifting in and gathering, 

like endless ghosts, around the jetty. He sat and watched it for a 

moment before turning his attention to his gear. The fishing rod 

was still where he had left it; not that it could have moved. He 
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still hadn't caught anything and he couldn't help but be reminded 

of the old man in the hotel, telling him, with fear on his face, that 

nobody in their right minds would come down to Lough Oughter.

   It's all rubbish, Richard thought, trying, in vain, to reassure 

himself  of  the  total  normality  of  the  lake.  But  he  couldn't 

convince himself of something that clearly wasn't true. And the 

lake clearly wasn't normal.

   He had never gone a whole day without catching at least one 

fish. His gear may not have been the best on the market, but it 

was good enough to ensure a few catches in a day under the sun. 

And yet the rod sat still. He pulled the rod into the boat and lay it 

down by his  feet,  not  bothering  to  reel  in  the  line.  The  bad 

feeling in the pit of his stomach was rising and growing stronger, 

and the fog around the lake shore, though not very thick, was 

closing in fast on the jetty.

   He took one of the oars and dunked it into the black water, 

rowing as fast as he could against the current. His heart beat fast, 

and though there was no real reason to be afraid, he couldn't help 

but feel a deep fear of the lake. Except it wasn't the lake that 

bothered him. And it wasn't the cabins, as dark and foreboding as 

they  were.  It  was  the  water,  so  endless  and  abysmal  and 

treacherous  looking  in  the  night.  The  water,  rippling  lightly 

against  the  side  of  the  slowly  moving  boat,  looked  evil  and 
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murderous.

   Ridiculous, he  thought;  water  can't  be  murderous. And he 

wished he could believe his own thoughts, but they gave him no 

resolve and his futile attempts to dissolve his fear only deepened 

it further, his mind descending deeper into panic with every slow 

stroke of the oar.

   The fog ahead of him looked like it was moving towards the 

jetty faster. It seemed as though it had seen him coming and was 

hurrying to beat him to it and trap him on the water, lost and 

alone and vulnerable. He moved faster, straining to move the oar 

through the water. His face went red and it looked purple under 

the low light of the moon. His knuckles turned white and he put 

all of his strength into the rowing.

   Before long his arms got tired, and he cursed out loud as he 

dropped the oar into the boat, shaking his arms in wide arcs to 

rest  the  muscles.  He  gave  it  a  few  seconds,  hoping  that  the 

momentum he had created would carry him onward for a while. 

The shore wasn't  far  off  now and he could see it  clearer than 

before. But he could also see those cabins, and the deepening, 

almost impenetrable fog, too.

   He picked the oar up again and lifted it above the side of the 

boat, and when he looked into the water he screamed at what he 

saw. He was staring at a thing in the water. It was a person, pale 
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and semi-decomposed, looking through the surface of the water, 

calmly examining him. His heart pounded in his chest and tears 

streamed uncontrollably from his eyes. Sweat broke out on his 

body, turning frigid in the night air. He could only stare at the 

thing in the water as it watched him with an expressionless and 

dead face. Its eyes were glazed over but still they seemed to have 

some kind of life in them, because they appeared to him to trace 

an outline of his face.

   His screams grew more frantic and higher in pitch when the 

thing in the water grinned at him, revealing a toothless mouth. Its 

eyes turned dark and the eyeballs sank into its skull, leaving only 

two infinitely darkened sockets which still seemed to peer up at 

him.  For  a  moment  he  was  entranced by the  thing.  Fear  had 

gripped him, and as he blankly studied the hairless head of the 

creature, it began to descend into the depths. Its grin never left its 

face as it slowly disappeared into the endless, pitch black waters.

   Richard was still screaming when he put the oar into the water, 

and he stared down at the water for the first few strokes, only 

looking up when he needed to direct the boat. He sat as close as 

he could to the centre of the boat,  and couldn't  help but look 

nervously  around,  watching  the  water  with  wide  eyes  and 

expecting the thing to emerge from the lake at any time and grab 

him. His mind fell to absolute terror as a mental image of his 
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own face, caught by reeds and choking on the last of his oxygen, 

filled his mind. Except it wouldn't be reeds . . . It would be that 

thing, grabbing him and pulling him down to some unimaginably 

evil place deep in the centre of the earth, where he would drown 

amidst his own worst nightmares.

   But the thing didn't come back up, and he kept rowing, using 

all of his strength to push the oar through the difficult water until 

he reached the jetty. When the boat floated alongside the jetty, 

colliding with a crash into the other boats, Richard couldn't help 

but look down into the water that stood between him and safety. 

He was somehow sure that, at the moment he would step onto 

the jetty, the hand of the thing would dart up out of the water and 

grab him by his leg. Then he would lose his balance and be sent, 

head first or backwards into the lake.

   He sweated and panted and stared at the water, scrutinizing it 

as deeply as he could – which wasn't deep at all. When he was 

sure there was nothing waiting beneath the rippling surface, he 

stood up in the boat. He would do it quickly, one step, fast and 

smooth. Then he would be safe. But he had to be careful. He had 

to do it right, or he would fall, and the jetty looked like it might 

be wet – easy to slip on.

   He took a deep breath, and another involuntary stream of tears 

flowed down his cheeks as his mind was battered by images of 
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the step from the boat to the jetty failing horribly.

   After  a  few  seconds,  something  inside  him  took  over  – 

autopilot – and he jumped forward. For a brief but also endless 

period of time, he swam through the air, watching the boat and 

the water and the jetty as he went. Eventually, he landed with a 

thump on the jetty, and rolled. He caught onto a board in the jetty 

and when he looked over his shoulder, he saw that he had less 

than a foot to go before plunging into the water on the other side.

   He sighed with relief and struggled awkwardly to his feet. His 

whole body felt weak and drained of energy. He looked back into 

the boat at his equipment, torn between leaving it and taking it. 

His  mind was  made up for  him when he saw something just 

above the surface of the water, less than ten yards away.

   It looked like a small, grey football, and from where it was, 

with the lack of light, he could barely see it. As it drew slowly 

closer, floating towards the jetty, it seemed also to rise from the 

water and its shape became more defined.

   He recoiled in terror at what he saw, falling backwards onto the 

jetty as his legs turned to jelly beneath him. It was that thing. 

That  thing  that  had  stared  at  him  from  beside  the  boat  had 

followed him to the shore.

   Oh my God, can it come to land?

   A new terror dawned on him as he considered the possibility 
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that the thing could follow him out of the lake.  But as it  got 

closer, and he was shocked into a state of frozen fear, he saw that 

the thing wasn't the same one as before. It was emitting the same 

deep  coldness  and  evil  as  the  other  creature,  but  it  looked 

different.

   It was female.

   He could see details as it approached. It had weak and thin 

blonde hair that hung in tentacle-like lumps over its naked body. 

Its eyes were gone, and it wore that same huge, grotesque grin 

that  the  other  one  had.  But  the  most  striking  thing  about  the 

creature, and the thing which captivated Richard for a moment, 

was that it had a large black mark on its left shoulder. It looked, 

at first glance, like a large hole. But as the thing drew closer to 

him he saw that it was a large, black, tribal tattoo.

   He snapped out of his daze quickly, looking back up at the 

grinning,  eyeless  face  of  the  thing.  He  could  see  most  of  its 

upper body and the realisation that it was avoiding the jetty and 

moving directly towards the shore dawned on him. He got up 

immediately, looking around for the van. Then he saw something 

else  in  the  lake,  about  ten  feet  away.  It  was  another  head. 

Another thing. He watched it moving towards him.

   Richard's head darted left and he saw a third creature rise from 

the water,  this one twenty or so feet away. Then another,  and 
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another, and another, until soon there were at least two dozen of 

them,  slowly  approaching  the  shore.  Each  one  of  their  faces 

grinning and eyeless. No eyes. No emotion.

   Only deep, dark sockets.

   He walked slowly backwards onto the shore,  watching the 

blonde haired creature. She was in front of the rest and had come 

close enough to the shore that he could see her naked, rotting 

corpse from the knees up. She was shaking violently, and in his 

horror, he couldn't tell if it was cold making her shiver, or her 

joints seizing up from the lack of life in them.

   He turned around and stumbled towards the van, his mind at 

the point of breaking, and his fear so strong that he felt faint and 

dizzy and sick to the stomach. He glanced back at the lake and 

saw that the blonde thing with the tattoo on her shoulder was 

now on the shore and making her way towards him. The others 

were following fast.

   He tried the door of the van but it was locked, and he cursed 

himself for having locked the van in the middle of a forest. He 

dug his hands into his pockets, rummaging around for the keys. 

He  could  see  the  things  getting  closer  –  their  faces,  perfect 

pictures of calm insanity.  He started to cry harder as madness 

enveloped his mind and body.

   There was a faint speck of hope, though: he had found the 
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keys. He dragged them out of his pocket. Time had seemed to 

slow down for him, and he could see that the blonde, tattooed 

creature was now less than ten feet away.

   As he lifted the keys  to  unlock the door,  he felt  a  strange 

weakness come over him, and his hand dropped under its own 

weight, the keys falling out onto the stony shore. He fell to his 

knees, crying out loud in horrible anticipation of what was about 

to happen, and searched for the keys. His hand moved quickly 

amongst the stones; some part of him could not let go. But even 

that part of him was destroyed when he saw the shadow of the 

thing on the shore cast over him.

   He looked up at it, whining as he did. All that could be seen 

was a dark silhouette against  the moon. And those two, deep, 

watery eyes that regarded him with evil intent.

   Other shadows joined the first as the creatures from the lake 

gathered  around  him,  their  faces  all  pulled  back  in  sneering 

expressions.

   Then Richard's world fell into darkness, his thoughts coming to 

a permanent end with a memory of Deirdre and Daniel as he felt 

the fingers grasping his face, and gouging out his eyes.

The old man with the huge grey beard and bushy salt and pepper 

eyebrows opened the door to the third and last cabin in the row. 
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A thick  wave of  heat  came from within  and  carried  a  sweet, 

sickly stench towards him. It was a smell that is unequalled in its 

ability  to  disturb  those  who smell  it.  It  was  dead and  rotting 

flesh.

   He bundled the body into the the cabin, haphazardly tossing it 

in so that it lay partially on top of the half rotten and maggot 

eaten corpse of the blonde girl with the tattoo on her shoulder. 

He glanced around at the inside of the cabin, his eyes following 

the slumped bodies of more than two dozen dead people, each 

one of them at different stages of decomposition.

   He shook his head, and his face was an expression of fear and 

shame. He closed the door and locked it with a huge padlock, 

then he walked back to the van where he had found the man. He 

opened the door and threw the man's clothes in, along with the 

fishing gear. Then he opened the fuel cap and stuffed one of the 

man's socks into the hole of the petrol tank.

   I told him not to come out here, the old man thought, lighting 

the sock up and walking hurriedly away from the van, glancing 

nervously back at the lake as he left.
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Thy Will Be Done
                                                                                                                                                                   

yan sat on the the edge of Pete's bed, reading carefully. In his 

hands,  he  held  Pete's  latest  short  story.  It  was  a  ten  page 

horror inspired by recent killings in Dublin City. In it, the killer 

was actually a victim, wrongfully accused of the murders. The 

killer  goes into hiding – reflecting the fact that,  in reality,  the 

police had still not captured the killer – and comes back to kill 

his accuser.

R

   Pete  watched his  friend silently,  studying his  face  and the 

various reactions the story was getting.

   Finally, Ryan put the papers down on the desk to his right and 

looked up at Pete. He thought for a moment, summing up his 

opinion of the story, then said, 'Well, apart from a few spelling 

mistakes, it's  really good.'  He paused and thought some more. 

'Might not want to show it to too many people . . . Least, not 

until they catch the guy.'

   'Why not?' Pete asked, strolling over to the desk and picking up 
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the papers, looking over them.

   'Well, the guy killed three little girls. Your story might look a 

bit . . . cold, I guess.' Ryan was trying to tell Pete that the story 

was a little thoughtless right now, but Pete didn't seem to agree, 

and just shook his head.

   'No, I'm putting it on the net tonight, I think. Well, I have to do 

a second draft first. Spelling mistakes and that.'

   He reached down beside his bed and rummaged around in a 

pile  of  scattered  school  books.  When he sat  up again he was 

holding  a  small  notebook.  The  notebook  was  smaller  than  a 

regular paperback, and bound in what looked like brown leather. 

Pete untied the leather strap that held the notebook closed, and 

then tossed it to Ryan.

   'I bought this a while back in a weird shop in town. The old 

guy in the shop said that it brings good fortune to the person that 

writes in it. Some crap like that.' Pete was still pouring over his 

story while  he  spoke.  'Anyway,  I  wanna  start  writing  all  my 

stories in it, in longhand. As well as typing them on the laptop.'

   'Is that that Heaven and Hell place?' Ryan asked, inspecting the 

binding on the notebook. 'Didn't that shop close down a while 

back?'

   'Yeah,  it  was  a  health  hazard  or  something,'  Pete  said. 

'Apparently the old guy had some kinda bio-waste in the back 
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room of the place.'

   Ryan nodded. 'Yeah, I heard that, too. He was creepy as shit, 

that old man.' He focused in on the front cover of the notebook. 

'There's an inscription here,' he said, and tossed the notebook to 

Pete.

   Pete looked at the cover, raising the book close to his eyes for a 

better look. 'It says: "thy will be done", and that's all . . . weird.'

   'Like I said, the old guy was creepy.' He stood up, looking out 

through the window and onto the street that Pete lived on. The 

day was fading away, and night was sliding in over the world. 'I 

gotta go, dude. It's almost eight and I have an essay for history 

due tomorrow.'

   'Okay, see you on the bus,' Pete answered, bumping knuckles 

with Ryan as he left the room.

   As Ryan left the house, Pete opened the notebook and wrote a 

single sentence, giggling as he scribbled That night, Ryan had an  

itch in his nose that wouldn't go away.

   He  chuckled  to  himself  and  tore  the  sheet  of  paper  out, 

scrunching  it  up  and  tossing  it  into  a  wicker  basket  by  his 

bedroom door. Then he looked back at the notebook, thoughtful. 

Maybe Ryan was right about the story. Maybe he should change 

it. But how?

   A flash of inspiration struck him, and he smiled as he began 
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writing in the leather bound notebook.

It  was his  mother's  voice shouting from downstairs  that  woke 

him, and Pete sat upright straight away, squinting at the 8 AM 

sunlight that blasted through his open curtains. His mother was 

one of those early birds, and she had made an annoying habit of 

opening  his  curtains  before  calling  him.  He  leaned  over  and 

closed the curtains, then lay back down and began to drift into 

sleep.

   A sound beside him, a low thud, pulled him out of near-sleep, 

and he leaned over the edge of his bed to see what it was. It was 

the notebook. It had fallen off his bed. He rubbed his sleepy face 

and reached out, picking up the notebook and lying back down, 

opening the slightly yellowed pages of the volume to read over 

what he had written.

   What he saw when he opened the notebook sent a wave of 

confusion over him – or was that fear? On the very first page of 

the notebook there was a single line of writing, scrawled in blue 

ball-point, and reading That night, Ryan had an itch in his nose  

that wouldn't go away.

   For a moment, Pete just stared at the words, wondering if he 

was still asleep; if this was a dream. He had torn that page out! 

He  had  torn  it  out  and  thrown  it  across  the  room!  He  had 
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watched it disappear into the small wicker bin by the bedroom 

door! He looked up at the bin, and then back at the book, still 

unable to believe it. Either he had imagined tearing the page out, 

or he was now experiencing an incredibly vivid dream.

   He stepped out of the bed and walked over to the bedroom 

door, looking down into the bin. It was filled with scrunched up 

papers, and he crouched down to search through them, placing 

the  notebook onto  the  carpet  beside  him,  gently,  as  though it 

were an ancient relic. The ball of paper he was looking for would 

be easy to find: it would be near the top, and yellowed, like the 

other pages of the notebook.

   After two minutes of fruitless searching, he gave in, standing 

up and taking the notebook with him, staring at it worriedly.

   'Pete! You'll be late for school!' his mother shouted again from 

below, and her voice snapped him out of his daze.

Twenty minutes later, Pete was leaving the house, his schoolbag 

thrown over one shoulder and half a slice of toast hanging from 

his mouth. He reached the kerb and the waiting bus, and hopped 

on, walking slowly down the aisle and looking out for Ryan.

   'Hey! Pete!' Ryan's voice floated down to him, and he saw his 

friend waving from the back row of the bus. He made his way 

down,  finishing  off  his  toast,  and threw himself  into  the  seat 
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beside Ryan.

   'I was thinkin about what you said last night, about the story,' 

Pete said, wiping crumbs from his mouth. He opened up his bag 

and rummaged around inside for the notebook.

   'You changed it?'

   Pete handed over the notebook and said, 'Yeah, I only had time 

to write it in this so the reading's gonna be hard on your eyes, but 

it's there. I'll type it tonight.'

   'How does it go now?' Ryan asked, not yet opening the book.

   'Well, in the new version, Psycho Sam Dennis is inspired by 

the  killer,  and  goes  around  the  school,  butchering  the  other 

students.'  He  was  grinning  at  Ryan.  'You  know  the  guy's  a 

nutbag. He always carries a knife around with him in school . . . 

Seems like the most likely person.'

   'Well,  it's  a  little  better,  I  guess,'  Ryan  said,  opening  the 

notebook, but he still didn't think it was very PC. Pete could hear 

him giggling and he looked over. 'How the hell did you know?' 

Ryan asked, laughing now and pointing to the front page. 'My 

nose itched like fuck last night! I couldn't get to sleep till five in 

the morning!'

   Pete's jaw dropped, and he could only stare at his friend, a 

feeling much like fear forming in his stomach.

   'What's up, Pete?'
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   'Are you serious? About having an itchy nose.'

   'Yeah,' Ryan said, and now his face was a worried expression. 

'Why? What's up?'

   Pete shook his head, as though shaking something out, and 

said, 'Dude, I wrote that last night, right after you left!'

   'That's when it started,' Ryan said, his eyes widening. 'Are you 

jiving me?' That was Ryan's newest favourite word.

   'No I'm not,' Pete said, grabbing the notebook. 'I ripped that 

page out last night, too, and when I woke up this morning it was 

back.'

   'Pete . . . is this for real?' Ryan asked, still staring wide-eyed at  

his friend.

   'There's only one way to find out,' Pete said, reaching into his 

bag and coming back out with a pen. 'I'm gonna test it.'

   'How?'

   'Pick someone.'

   'What . . . ?' Ryan looked around the bus, and then back at Pete, 

not fully understanding what Pete was telling him to do. 'Pick 

someone for what?'

   'Just  pick  someone,  Ryan,'  Pete  said,  growing  impatient. 

'Anyone . . .'

   Ryan's eyes moved slowly around the bus, scanning each of the 

forty-eight faces. His eyes stopped on one person, the beautiful 
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Michelle Lynch, and he considered her for a moment. He shook 

his head slightly, and his eyes moved on again, this time finding 

a new face, a face he hated. Donnie Harper. Donnie Harper liked 

to  call  himself  "Donnie  Darko",  or  just  "Darko",  and  his 

favourite hobby was bullying all the youngest kids in the school. 

He was no psycho like Psycho Sam Dennis, but Ryan and Pete 

still hated him.

   'Darko,' Ryan said, looking back at Pete. 'Definitely Darko.'

Pete  nodded and looked back at  the  notebook.  Ryan watched 

over  his  shoulder  as  he  wrote,  occasionally  glancing  back  at 

Darko and reading the words silently as Pete wrote them.

   Darko stood up, facing the entire bus, and pulled down his  

trousers.  Then he duck-walked up to  the back of the bus and  

bowed to Ryan.

   When he  had  finished  writing,  Pete  recapped the  pen and 

looked down towards Darko, who was tormenting a tiny kid at 

the  front  of  the  bus.  Nothing  was  happening  though,  and  he 

frowned, looking back at the words and wondering why it wasn't 

working.

   'Maybe I have to rip it out,' he said ponderously. He could see 

Ryan nodding out of the corner of his eyes. He ripped the page 

out, scrunching it up into a small ball, and tossed it down the 
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length of the bus. May my aim be true. And it was. The ball was 

aimed perfectly, and hit Darko on the back of the head, falling to 

the floor and out of sight. Darko turned around and saw Ryan 

and Pete looking down at him. He stood up and glared at them, 

anger building visibly in a shade of red on his face.

   'The paper!' Ryan squealed excitedly, and Pete looked down. 

The page was back, intact, with the words he had just written 

still printed clearly on it. They looked back up and saw Darko 

marching down the aisle toward them.

   'I'm gonna fuck you up!' Darko screamed, his face growing 

redder still. 'You're both gon -' His voice cut out suddenly, and he 

stopped halfway up the bus, staring blankly down at the back 

window,  his  eyes  turning  glassy  and  lifeless.  The  entire  bus 

erupted  with  laughter  when  the  large  seventeen-year  old 

suddenly pulled down his trousers and began awkwardly duck-

walking  towards  Ryan,  bowing  humbly  when  he  reached  the 

back of the bus.

   Ryan and Pete broke out with laughter, and fell around on the 

back seat. Darko's eyes came clear again, and he shrieked when 

he looked down and saw his trousers hanging around his huge 

New Rocks. He pulled them up and ran back to his seat, his face 

now a different shade of red.

   'It worked!' Ryan bellowed, controlling his laughter and sitting 
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up. 'It worked!' He stopped laughing though when he saw Pete's 

face turn serious. 'What . . . what is it, Pete?'

   Pete  looked  over  at  him,  his  face  suddenly  pale  and  sick 

looking.  'The  story  .  .  .  The  one  I  wrote  about  Psycho  Sam 

Dennis  killing  everyone  in  school.  What  if  it  .  .  .  what  if  it 

happens?'

   'Yeah, but . . . you have to rip the paper out, don't you?' Ryan 

said frantically, panic setting into his voice.

   'Yeah,' Pete said, a little colour coming back into his cheeks. 

'Yeah . . . I do. Shit, that was scary.'

   'Look, maybe you should be careful what you write in that 

from now on, man . . .'

   'I will,' Pete agreed, looking over at Ryan, and nodding.

The bus came to a slow stop outside the school, and the children 

all filed off, still laughing and giggling about Darko's little show. 

Ryan  and  Pete  stepped  off,  Ryan  going  first.  He  hadn't  seen 

Darko hiding a few feet to his left, and by the time Pete stepped 

off  it  was  too late.  Darko crept  up on him and slammed him 

against the bus, grabbing the notebook as he did. His face was 

once again red with anger.

   'You little sonofabitch! How did you do it?' Darko screamed, 

waving the notebook in Pete's face. 'How did you do it?' A crowd 
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had gathered around.

   'Do what?' Pete shouted. 'Give me my notebook, Darko!'

   'You  want  your  precious  notebook?  I'll  give  you  your 

notebook!' Darko roared, and opened up the small leather bound 

volume, grabbing a handful of the yellowed pages and pulling 

hard. Pete and Ryan both shouted for him to stop, to not pull the 

pages out. But it was too late, and Darko scattered a handful of 

crumpled pages onto the ground. They blew under the bus in a 

breeze  of  cool  air  that  seemed  to  come out  of  nowhere,  and 

disappeared from view. Darko grinned and tossed the remains of 

the notebook aside.  Before he left  he leaned over to Pete and 

said, 'You're dead . . .'

   Pete watched him walk away, his face pale again. He wanted to 

shout at Darko, scream at him, tell him that they were all dead, 

thanks to him. He was about to do it,  too, and his mouth was 

open, ready to yell when Ryan's voice cut through the air, filled 

with urgent terror.

   'Pete! It's Psycho Sam! Pete!'

   Ryan's face was ablaze with horror, and he was looking across 

the lawns in front of the school. Pete followed his eyes, and the 

whole  world  seemed  to  have  gone  completely  silent.  There 

wasn't  a  single  sound.  Everyone  was  quiet,  and  staring,  too 

shocked to speak. Then Pete saw what they were all looking at, 
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and his stomach began to turn horribly as he watched.

   The  young  girl's  blood  sprayed  outward  in  a  wide  arc, 

twinkling under  the bright  morning sun,  the  skin of  her  neck 

parting like butter underneath Psycho Sam's knife – it was the 

Stanley knife he always carried into school. Psycho Sam's face 

was  calm and empty,  and  his  eyes  had  taken  on that  strange 

glazed  look.  Pete  watched,  silent,  almost  feeling  the  swelling 

tension and fear around him. Then sound returned to the world, 

flooding his ears suddenly. It was the sound of almost a thousand 

screaming and stampeding children, and it began when Psycho 

Sam had begun on his second victim, savagely sawing the little 

boy's neck open.

   Pete looked down at the ground, hoping to see the notebook, 

but he could only see a hundred pairs of feet moving in every 

direction.  Ryan  was  tugging  at  him from behind,  but  he  was 

hardly aware of it. He moved forward, trying hard to avoid the 

people, but was thrown to the ground by an older student who 

ran  on,  screaming  in  terror.  He  looked  forward,  desperately 

trying to see through the crowd and find the notebook. Ryan was 

still behind, clinging to the bus and crying loudly.

   Then Pete could see it, lying ten feet away, kicked here and 

there by the terrified children. He moved towards it on his hands 

and knees, crawling as fast as he could, trying to ignore the kicks 
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to his chest and legs and arms. It was only two feet away now, 

arm's length. He reached out and grabbed at it, but it was kicked 

further  by a  large,  black  boot.  He looked up and saw Darko, 

grinning down at him with evil in his eyes.

   He began to speak. 'I told you . . . You're dea -' His voice was 

stopped suddenly. At first Pete didn't know why, and he couldn't 

see. But he didn't need to see when a waterfall of blood fell from 

Darko's neck and landed on Pete's face.

   He screamed wildly and continued forward, his eyes trying to 

find the notebook again. In his mind, all he could see was the 

inscription on the leather. He recited it out loud, repeating it over 

and over, his eyes still darting left and right, his vision blurred 

with tears.

   'Thy will be done . . . Thy will be done . . . Thy will be -'

   He felt it in the back of his neck, like a spike of heat. There 

was no pain, only the heat, searing through his skin, and the feel 

of wet dripping down his back – it felt like warm, sticky sweat. 

His arms and legs lost their power, and he fell down, rolling over 

onto his back. Above him, Psycho Sam was looking down, his 

glassy eyes  watching  Pete,  but  not  seeing  him.  Then  he  was 

gone, turning his attention, and his knife, on someone else.

   Pete looked left, and there it was, the notebook, lying right 

beside his face.  He grabbed it,  and the pain was beginning to 
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come now, so strong he thought he might vomit. He pulled his 

bag around and his hand dived in searching for a pen, or a pencil, 

something!  He  could  feel  the  pool  of  warm  blood  gathering 

beneath  his  head,  his  hair  dipping in  and out  of  it.  His  hand 

found a pen, and he saw that his skin was white. He felt cold, 

too. He opened the notebook, his movements shaky, his fingers 

stiff. There was one page left, and he began to scribble the first 

thing  that  came  to  mind,  trying  hard  to  ignore  the  mayhem 

around him.

   As he wrote, he whispered the words: 'I never . . . bought the . .  

. notebook.'

   He tore out the sheet and awkwardly scrunched the paper up. 

His eyes closed, and his head fell back, striking the ground and 

splashing in the puddle of blood. His eyes closed, and his hand 

let go of the paper, letting it roll away, kicked around by the feet 

of the screaming children. Feet that were already beginning to 

fade away, along with the screams, and the blood, and everything 

else that had come of the notebook.

* * * * *

Pete was in his bedroom, watching Ryan's face carefully. Waiting 

for an opinion from his friend. Finally, Ryan put the papers down 
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on the desk to his right and looked up at Pete. He thought for a 

moment, summing up his opinion of the story, then said, 'Well, 

apart from a few spelling mistakes, it's really good.' He paused 

and thought some more. 'I like the way you have the killer as 

Psycho Sam, that was a nice touch. Because he is a psycho . . . 

probably.' Ryan was grinning at Pete.

   Pete bowed, trying not to grin and look too happy.

   'Hey, guess what,'  Ryan said, and picked up his school bag 

from Pete's bedroom floor.

   'What?'

   'You know that weird shop in town, Heaven and Hell?'

   'Yeah, that place is majorly weird. What about it?' Pete had put 

his  short  story  aside,  and  was  now  on  his  desk  chair,  idly 

swivelling.

   'Yeah, you ain't jiving me there,' Ryan said – that was his new 

favourite word. 'My older brother said they just closed it down, 

something  like  it  was  a  health  hazard.'  Pete  was  nodding. 

'Anyways, my bro pillaged it, Viking style, because they hadn't 

gotten all the stuff out. Most of it was junk, but I thought you 

might find this handy.'

   His hand had gone into his school bag, and when it came back 

out it was holding a small leather bound notebook, filled with 

blank, yellowed pages. It looked old. Ancient.
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   Pete took it, smiling. 'Dude! This is the bee's fuckin knees!'

   'Knew you'd like that,' Ryan said, matter-of-factly. 'Now you 

can write your stories in it.'

   'Hell yeah,' Pete said, and bumped knuckles with Ryan while 

he admired his new notebook. It looked magical, but also seemed 

strangely familiar.

   He used the notebook night, long after Ryan had left and gone 

home to finish that history essay. As he wrote, he continued on 

his train of Psycho Sam inspired horror. In the story, Psycho Sam 

had  gone  to  Ryan's  house  at  midnight,  armed  with  only  his 

Stanley blade. In complete silence, Psycho Sam had crept into 

Ryan's room and cut Ryan's throat, ear to ear. But how would he 

end the story? Pete didn't know, and after an hour thinking he 

gave up and tore the story out, scrunching it up and tossing it 

into the trash.

   He didn't like that story anyway.

130



UNDERCROFT STORIES

Prayer to Demugrah'keh
                                                                                                                                                                   

1

e  kicked  a  pine  cone,  a  random  thought  in  his  mind 

considering picking it up and bringing it home. Nick loved 

to pick up random objects from the forest and bring them home. 

After a while, the cold would release its grip on them, and once a 

little heat got inside the wild things,  they began to give off a 

strong smell of nature.

H

   His thoughts turned ruefully back to the novel – the work in 

progress  (W.  I.  P.,  to  the  initiated).  He  was  wondering  when 

inspiration would strike him. He had already been at the cabin 

for six fruitless weeks, and with only four weeks left before his 

return to Dublin City, Nick was beginning to panic. He needed 

something. It didn't necessarily have to be a finished novel. Even 

an idea would have been welcomed. But as yet, nothing.

   He kicked another pine cone and stopped walking, breathing 
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deeply the cold air as he looked around at the trees, listening as a 

bird occasionally called from some perch high above. From the 

breast  pocket of his  brown corduroy jacket he took a pack of 

cigarettes, lighting one of the cancer sticks and smoking deeply, 

breathing large clouds of spent smoke that vanished rapidly into 

the day.

   'Fuck it,'  he whispered and turned back towards the cabin, 

walking a  little  faster  now.  While  he  walked he  smoked,  and 

thought about things he didn't want to think about, and kicked 

pine  cones.  He picked them up too,  and threw them at  trees, 

trying hard to vent his frustration but not quite doing it since the 

pine cones were all wet and soft, and hardly even made a sound 

as they hit the trees.

   When he reached the cabin,  Nick was struck by a familiar 

smell  –  exhaust  fumes,  and  knew the  postman  had  been.  He 

walked to the post box twenty feet from the cabin and opened it, 

peering inside. In the darkness of the small post box sat a single 

letter-size manilla envelope. He reached in and took the envelope 

out, reading first his own address and then the small stamp at the 

top-left which read HASTINGS & BECK SOLICITORS

   'What . . . ?' he whispered absently, staring at the light black 

stamp.  'Okay,  I've  committed  no  crimes  .  .  .  How  does  a 

solicitor's office know about the cabin? No one knows about the 
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cabin . . .'

   He considered this for a moment and then walked towards the 

cabin, still staring at the envelope and wondering what could be 

inside.

   He threw the envelope onto the counter top in the kitchen and 

took  a  mouthful  of  whiskey  from  the  bottle  there.  Then  he 

poured  himself  a  glass  of  the  amber  liquid,  added  ice,  and 

walked back over to his laptop, forgetting about the envelope. 

The point of having a cabin, a safe haven in the middle of the 

sticks, was to have safety, and a period of space from the world. 

Clearly someone hadn't caught on to this.

   He  opened  the  Word  document  he'd  been  working  on  all 

morning and began typing, working on his novel: the sure thing, 

the fame-maker, the one, the greatest story ever told – by him 

anyway. He typed fast, using all of his fingers, but he was purely 

bullshitting onto the screen, sticking with the main idea of his 

piece, but basically shit-talking his way through it, like the words 

held no meaning. His mind would occasionally drift back to the 

envelope, and he found himself more and more wanting to open 

it and see what he had been sent.

   'Let me guess,' he grunted, walking over to the kitchen to get a 

top up of whiskey, watching the envelope suspiciously as he did, 

as if it  might grow teeth and bite him. 'The bank have finally 
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decided to assassinate me for unpaid bills . . .'

   He took a mouthful of whiskey and put the glass down, at the 

same time picking up the envelope, inspecting it carefully. When 

he had discerned all that he could from the outside, his curiosity 

got  the  better  of  him,  and  he  found  himself  tearing  it  open, 

almost without realising it. Inside the envelope he found a cream 

coloured sheet of expensive looking letter paper – the textured 

stuff. He studied it for a moment, his eyes moving over the lines 

of  writing.  He read it  to  himself,  his  face evolving through a 

series of different expressions.

   Dear Mr. Doherty,

   Firstly, allow us to express our deepest condolences on the  

passing of your cousin. In his last will and testament, Mr. Dennis  

Doherty Jr. directed us to pass on to you a small parcel. This  

date to send you the parcel was stipulated in your cousin's will.  

Also stipulated was that you collect the parcel from your local  

post office, to make certain that you and only you receive it.

   Nick stared at the paper, studying the words silently. He found 

himself  remembering  Dennis.  Denny,  as  he  had  been  known 

back then. Nick hadn't seen Denny in ten years or more, and the 

last time he had, his cousin, ten years older than Nick, had been 

leaving Ireland for Egypt.

   'Archaeology,'  Nick  whispered.  'Finding  tombs  and 
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mummies . . .'

   Nick wondered if the parcel waiting for him in the post office 

was  some  ancient  artefact  Denny  had  found  on  one  of  his 

expeditions.  Some  gold  maybe,  to  alleviate  the  financial 

deadness of being a novelist. Or maybe something worthless but 

interesting. Nick could live with interesting.

   He put the letter and envelope on the counter top, at the same 

time  looking  briefly  at  his  wristwatch.  'Three-thirty,'  he  said 

thoughtfully. 'Post office is still open . . .'

   The bottle  of  whiskey sat  beside the letter,  and he eyed it 

greedily. Eventually he turned away from it, sighing as he made 

his way to the front door, taking his car keys and jacket as he 

left. While he did, his thoughts were stuck on the parcel from 

Denny,  and what  it  could  be.  And why Denny had made the 

solicitors wait two years to send it.

   It was a welcome change to thinking about the novel that didn't 

want to be written. They had been as close as brothers before 

Denny died, and it would be nice to get something from him – 

even if it was two years late. The thought made Nick smile as he 

climbed into his crumbling Nissan Sunny and pulled away from 

the cabin.

2

135



T. H. DAVIS

It  took  Nick  twenty  minutes  to  reach  town,  five  minutes  to 

collect the parcel, and pick up some cigarettes and alcohol, and 

another twenty minutes to get back to the cabin. For the entire 

drive back he smoked cigarette after cigarette and occasionally 

glanced down at the brown parcel, lying on the passenger seat 

beside him like a large question mark.

   But  there  were  other  questions,  too.  Like  why Denny had 

waited two years to have the parcel sent. And why the parcel was 

being sent at all. In all the years they had known one another, 

Nick couldn't remember them ever giving each other gifts. It just 

wasn't something they had ever thought about. And Denny was 

always aware of Nick's disinterest in Egypt and archaeology.

   'Why the gift, Denny?' he whispered as he pulled up outside 

the cabin,  not yet leaving the car.

   He puffed away the last of a cigarette and quenched it in the 

car's ashtray. Then he picked up the parcel, scratching his stubbly 

chin as he considered it.  It  felt  like a hardback book. On the 

outside he could see only the cabin's address, and the stamp from 

the solicitor's office. Other than that, it was just a plain brown 

envelope.

   Nick bit his lip as he considered it. He got out of the car, taking 

with him the large bottle of whiskey and carton of cigarettes he 
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had bought.

   As he closed the car door, turning toward the cabin, he stopped 

dead,  frozen by a movement in the the corner of his  eye.  He 

turned his  head and looked into  the  trees.  There  was  nothing 

there. But he didn't move yet. His eyes flickered back and forth 

through the trees. There could be no one there; the cabin was too 

remote, and the nearest house was almost a mile away.

   'Hello?' he called out, his voice trembling, the parcel, whiskey, 

and cigarettes temporarily forgotten. 'Anyone there?'

   No answer. Thank God!

   He stepped away from the car towards the trees at the side of 

the cabin, still studying the forest. Above him birds sang happily 

to themselves. In the distance somewhere he could hear the low 

murmur  of  a  stream.  Other  than  that,  the  only  sound  or 

movement was the lazy breeze as it cut through the trees, rocking 

the creaking branches to and fro.

   He swallowed hard. A lifetime of horror novels and movies had 

given him the kind of imagination that, at times, is apt to bite the 

hand that feeds it. A part of him, perhaps the more logical side, 

told him that there really was no one out there. But the other part 

of him, the more dominant imagination, told him it was entirely 

possible  that  there  could  be  someone  –  or  some  thing –  in 

amongst  the trees and bushes,  watching him from its  position 
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right there and then. Stalking him.

   'Jesus,  stop it,'  he commanded himself.  Just  to be sure,  he 

called out again, simultaneously stepping sideways towards the 

cabin. 'Hello?' His voice had gotten more unsteady. 'Hello?' This 

time  he  called  out  lower;  the  sound  of  his  own voice  in  the 

almost silent forest made him uncomfortable.

   His sideways walking towards the cabin never ceased, like that 

itching  feeling  that  he  was  being  watched  from some unseen 

place. He only began to feel better when he had stepped inside 

the cabin, shutting the door behind him and leaning against it, 

gathering his nerve once again.

   'Holy crap,' he whispered, closing his eyes and sighing quietly 

to himself.

   He turned and locked the door, then walked to the kitchen area, 

peering  through  the  living  room window  at  the  forest  as  he 

placed his things on the counter top.

   The world beyond the window had turned a shade darker in the 

last  ten  seconds,  and  he  could  almost  see  it  darkening  as  he 

watched. It was almost five PM – almost night time now in late 

December. It would be pitch black in the forest soon, and even 

on normal nights he never felt comfortable being too far from the 

cabin when it was dark. He would only ever scurry outside to 

grab an armful of sticks for the fire.
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   Tonight he'd make sure to get enough for the night in one load.

3

Five minutes after entering the cabin, Nick worked up enough 

courage to go out to the woodshed and get sticks for the fire, 

transporting them in an old wheelbarrow, and wheeling it right 

into the front room of the cabin. Now, he sat on the couch before 

the fire, sipping whiskey straight, smoking, and staring absently 

at the brown parcel Denny had left him.

   For a moment, he turned it over in his hands, studying it and 

wondering what was inside. Then he opened it, carefully, tearing 

away one corner. A smell of damp came from the envelope, a 

powerful stench of cold decay. He tore the parcel more and saw 

an old notebook, bound in thick brown leather and filled with 

yellowed pages. There was a folded sheet of paper alongside the 

book, and a small, stone figurine of a fat man, green with age, 

the arms all but worn away and the facial features only barely 

visible. It looked ancient.

   Nick poured the contents out on the sofa beside him, and his 

attention was drawn toward that ugly, antediluvian figurine. Its 

face was expressionless now from age, and yet as he watched it, 

he couldn't fight the feeling that it watched him also. And he was 
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reminded of Nietzsche, staring into the abyss.

   His hand found the single sheet of folded paper, and he opened 

it, reading it aloud:

   ' “Nick. If you receive this parcel, then there may still be hope 

for me, for my spirit. I've done something very wrong, Nick, and 

I've failed to right the wrong. I stole something that didn't belong 

to  me.  I  took  it  from  its  rightful  home,  against  my  better 

judgement, and now it haunts me. I can feel them taking my soul, 

and they'll have me soon. My mind is in pieces, shattered by the 

presence of that hideous order of evil priests, and I can't think 

straight enough to fix the mess I've made. It's  an evil without 

age,  or  limits  in  its  power,  or  the depth of  its  malice.  It  will 

consume this world if things are not put right. But it's out of my 

hands now, Nick. It's out of my power, and it's driving me out of 

my mind.” '

   Nick's jaw had dropped when he read those first few lines. 

Absently,  he  took  a  mouthful  of  whiskey,  and  his  eyes  were 

drawn back to the figurine sitting on the couch. He looked back 

at the letter and continued.

   ' “I've included in this parcel a book called the Prayer Book of 

the  Four  Gods,  and  the  thing  I  stole.”  '  Nick's  eyes  darted 

immediately back to the figurine.  'Oh, fuck's  sake,  Denny,'  he 

muttered, then looked back at the letter, reading it a little faster 
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now,  his  eyes  growing  wider  with  every  line.  '  “There  is 

something you need to know, Nick.  When I went to Egypt,  it 

wasn't  to  study ancient  civilisations.  It  was  to  go with a  man 

named Osahar to a place in the very centre of the desert. There 

we  recreated  ancient  rites,  and  passed  into  another  time  and 

space, a dark place where those dark priests live. The order of 

dark priests have a temple there, and that was were I took the 

figurine from. But I was wrong, greedy for power. The power 

was too much for me, too much for anyone, and it got out of 

control.  Osahar  was  killed  in  that  other  place.  His  spirit  was 

weak, and just the sight of the other realm and that dark order of 

priests destroyed him. But I took the thing, an idol in that world, 

and escaped back to our reality with it. And now the forces of 

evil have followed me, intent on reclaiming their property. But 

the figure, a god to them, is the source of their power. Its name is 

Demugrah'keh, represented by the figurine, and without it they 

cannot remain here. This is why I will have my solicitor wait two 

years to give this to you. Hopefully by then the evil will have 

dwindled back into its own world. If not, they will not be far 

behind this parcel, and you'll have to act fast. Act fast, or face the 

same death I now face! You could cast this figurine away and 

forget about it, but the evil would always seek it, and this world 

would never be safe again. You must go into the other world and 
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give it back to them! But give it back in their world, not ours! If 

they retrieve it in the physical plane of existence, then they will 

never leave, and humanity as we know it will be destroyed!” '

   Nick  swallowed hard,  his  thoughts  spinning as  he tried  to 

comprehend  what  the  letter  was  telling  him.  But  he  read  on, 

unable to stop now.

   ' “The prayer book in this parcel will tell you how to travel into 

that other place. You need only one prayer from the book to enter 

the other place and replace the figure. That prayer is the prayer to 

Demugrah'keh.  Follow the prayer  exactly,  and at  the end you 

must command that you be let into his world. Do not read any 

other part of the book aloud. I repeat, do not read any other part 

of the book aloud!” . . .'

   Nick turned the page over, looking for more, but there was 

none.  The letter  had ended there.  His eyes were drawn to the 

figurine on the couch beside him. It  was facing him, and that 

feeling that it was watching him was there still, and stronger than 

before.

   He stood up and walked to his laptop, snatching up his mobile 

phone beside it. The stamp on the card from the solicitor's office 

had a contact number on it.  He dialled it,  looking back at the 

figurine on the  couch as  the  call  was connected.  It  rang nine 

times before anyone answered.  Finally a woman's  voice came 
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down the line, pleasant and chirpy.

   'Hastings and Beck Solicitors, how may I help you?'

   'I just got a parcel in the post from your office,'  Nick said, 

unable to take his eyes off the hideous stone statue on the couch. 

'It  was  from my cousin,  left  to  me  in his  will.  Can I  talk  to 

whoever represented him?'

   'What was your cousin's name?'

   'Dennis Doherty Junior,' Nick answered.

   'One moment please,' the lady at the other end of the line said,  

and Nick could hear the phone being set aside.

   Three minutes later – he was watching the clock on his laptop 

between  uneasy glances  at  the  figurine  –  a  male  voice  came 

down the line. 'Mr Doherty?'

   'Yes, who is this?'

   'George Hastings,  I  represented  your  cousin,'  the man said 

amicably. 'How can I help you, Mr Doherty?'

   'I received a parcel from my cousin today, posted by you -'

   'Did it arrive safely? Was there a problem with it? Your cousin 

made no arrangements to insure it, so -'

   'No it's not that, Mr Hastings,' Nick said. 'I was wondering if 

you could tell me how my cousin died?'

   The solicitor paused, considering the question – or hesitating, 

maybe. 'I would have thought you would know?'
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   'The last time I saw or spoke to my cousin was more than ten 

years ago. I found out from my aunt when he died, but no one 

told me how he died,' Nick answered.

   'Oh, well . . .' The man was uncomfortable. '. . . he was found 

in a hotel in Dublin City. He had suffered a massive heart attack, 

and a seizure of some kind. The parcel we sent to you was found 

in  the  room,  along  with  a  letter  to  us,  with  instructions  on 

sending the parcel to you.'

   'Was a post-mortem done, do you know?'

   'Ah . . . I believe so, but we weren't involved in any of that.'

   'So who knows the cause of death?'

   Again the solicitor paused, thinking. 'I wouldn't know . . . em . . 

. perhaps the coroner's court in Dublin? I believe they have some 

kind of website where you can get a phone number.'

   'Okay,' Nick said, anxious to get that number and find out how 

Denny had died. 'Thank you for your help.' He hung up just as 

the solicitor was saying goodbye, and sat down at the laptop. For 

now, his attention was off the figurine.

   Within five minutes he was calling the number for the coroner's 

court. The phone was picked up by a gruff sounding man.

   'Hello,' Nick said, adjusting his tone to that of the man at the 

other end of the line. 'I'm calling to find out about the death of 

my cousin. He died two years ago in -'
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   'We can't give out any information,' the man interrupted.

   'This is important,' Nick said. 'I need to know how he -'

   'Sorry, son,' the man said, cutting Nick down once again. But 

this  time he  hung up.  Nick tried  the  number  again,  this  time 

angry, and not intending on taking any of that “confidentiality” 

shit. But as he dialled the number, that unnerving feeling that he 

was  being watched crept  suddenly back  into  his  mind,  and a 

shiver ran up the length of his spine. Instinctively he looked over 

at the figurine on the couch, his thumb hovering over the digits 

on the phone, but the call was forgotten for now.

4

   His gaze was redirected to the notebook beside the figurine, 

and he put the phone down, walking over to the couch and lifting 

the leather volume. He opened it, and it cracked with age, a few 

of the yellowed pages attempting to fall away. His eyes briefly 

scanned  each  page  until  he  came  to  a  familiar  word. 

Demugrah'keh.

   'Prayer to Demugrah'keh,' he whispered, and his eyes scrolled 

down the page of writing, reading it silently. 'This can't be real,' 

he said, in disbelief, as he reached the end of the page.

   Then he looked back down at the figurine, as though it had 
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called out for his attention, and that eerie feeling was there still. 

It felt as though the thing might turn its head and look right up at 

him. It made him shudder, imagining that. He turned it so it faced 

into  the  sofa,  and looked back at  the  words  in  the  notebook, 

biting his lip as he considered his situation.

   After re-reading the prayer to himself, he picked up the letter 

from his cousin, hoping to find further instructions – or perhaps a 

nice big GOTCHA!! – but there were none.

   'What do I do?' he whispered. 'Do I just read . . .' His voice 

trailed off into silence, and a creeping feeling of terror filled his 

mind. His head darted up and his eyes found the living room 

window, and the woods beyond, mostly invisible in the dark.

   (A movement. Outside the window!)

   He shook his head. 'No . . . Just my imagination . . .' For a 

moment his eyes were glued to the window, and he breathed as 

silently  as  he  could,  waiting  for  some  movement.  Nothing 

happened, and he returned his stare to the notebook. But, though 

he  looked  at  the  notebook,  his  periphery  was  studying  the 

window, still waiting for something to happen, some movement 

on the other side of the glass.

   What happened was even worse. Nick felt a sudden and total 

surge of terror wash across his body. It felt as though he had been 

hit in the stomach with a sledge-hammer, and his legs went weak 
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under it. His mind seemed to unwind totally as he stared in shock 

and panic at the thing that stood at the window, watching him 

from the outside.

   It was tall and thin, and wore what looked like a huge robe,  

obscuring  its  body  and  face.  It  was  all  black,  and  mostly 

featureless  but  for  the  glowing  outline  formed  by  the  moon 

above. This outline was the only way to discern its presence, and 

when it moved, slowly stepping towards the door of the cabin, 

the moonlight played delicately on its robe until it disappeared 

from view.

   Nick's eyes followed it passed the window towards the front 

door, but he was drawn immediately back to the window when 

another robed figure stepped into view, peering darkly in at him. 

Then it walked out of view, following the first, and followed by a 

third.

   There was a moment of hesitance in Nick – a fraction of a 

second where time seemed to stretch out longer than it actually 

was. This distortion of time was the result of massive amounts of 

adrenaline being pumped into his blood from the terror of seeing 

those three tall,  thin figures in black.  But this adrenaline sped 

everything up for him, and his mind spun a web of thoughts and 

ideas in that split second.

   The  culmination  of  those  thoughts,  of  which  there  were 
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thousands, was that the things he had seen at the window were 

the same things that Denny had spoken of in his letter. They were 

the priest-like creatures that had killed Denny, and that would 

kill Nick, too. He also knew, somehow, that they would kill him 

even  if  he  just  handed  over  the  stone  figurine  and  perhaps 

begged for mercy. They would kill him, because they were evil, 

and Nick could feel it from them.

   In  the  same way that  his  subconscious  could  divine  those 

things, it could also somehow know that unless he left the cabin, 

he  would  die  within  the  next  few  minutes.  At  that  moment 

another thought stepped in and asked how he could escape. A 

third thought joined the choir and remembered the notebook, and 

the instructions Denny had left in his letter.

   All  at  once  Nick's  inner  thoughts  joined  in  chorus  and 

screamed at him to read the prayer, and leave this place; go to 

wherever it was that Denny had gone. And it didn't matter then if 

that would bring him somewhere even worse, with perhaps more 

of those robed priests, because at least he would have tried.

   Nick understood this immediately, and perfectly, and his free 

hand darted to the notebook, his index finger running over the 

lines. He read the prayer aloud, from start to finish, barely able to 

divert his gaze from the book for fear that he would see those 

things approaching him.
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   Halfway through the prayer  he heard the front  door of the 

cabin  creaking  slowly  open.  Fear  took  control  and  his  eyes 

looked upwards. He fell backwards at the sight of them, three 

dark figures, taller now than they had looked through the glass. 

He landed hard on the floor, the notebook almost falling from his 

grip. A flash of light drenched his thoughts when he fell, and he 

cried out in shock. In the same moment, his eyes found the small, 

ugly  figurine  lying  on  the  couch,  and  he  reached  out  for  it, 

grabbed it, and continued the prayer.

   The three dark figures watched him, as if waiting to see if he 

would stop. When he didn't, they moved in on him, side by side, 

all three of them growing taller as they approached. From this 

distance, less than ten feet now, he could almost see their faces 

beneath the black, tattered and ancient vestments. Their skin was 

grey and thin, almost transparent, and stretched tightly over the 

bone beneath.  Their  dark,  sunken eyes  regarded him with the 

same  evil  intent  displayed  on  their  snarling,  shrivelled  lips, 

drawn back into horrible grins.

   He was screaming the prayer, and he reached the end as the 

creatures reached the couch. The figure in the lead bent over the 

arm of the couch and reached out for Nick, its unnaturally long 

arm hidden by the robe except for the hand, which was five long, 

grey  fingers,  with  yellowed  nails,  sharp  and  dangerous  and 
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cutting the air.

   The atmosphere in the cabin jumped with blurred electrical 

terror, and a noise seemed to emanate from the creatures – high-

pitched screams of rage.

   Nick screamed to be heard over those druid-like figures in 

black, and as their hands touched his face, grazing the skin, he 

clutched the figurine closer to his chest and screamed out loud.

   'Demugrah'keh!  Let  me  into  your  world!  Let  me  in!  

Demugrah'keh!'

   The creatures screamed louder, and their ugly, talon-like nails 

continued to scrape. But now they didn't touch the skin of Nick's 

face.  Because  Nick  was  not  wholly  there  anymore.  He  was 

somewhere  else,  but  only halfway,  temporarily  stuck  between 

worlds,  his  body and  mind  superimposed  on  both  places.  He 

continued to scream as he watched his surroundings.

   He could see the creatures, and their screaming was only an 

echo now. The cabin around him looked like a ghost of itself. 

And Nick could see the world he was entering, too, this ghostly 

looking  world  becoming  clearer  as  the  physical  world  faded 

further away. The cabin, the figures in black, and everything else, 

slowly leaving Nick's vision.

   And as the world changed around him, slowly fading into a 

new, strange reality, Nick's voice faded with it until darkness fell 
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over him, and he slept.

5

His eyes opened slowly, semi-conscious awareness flooding in, 

the memory of what had happened in the cabin only a blur in his 

mind now. He was lying on his side, and lying beside him was 

the grotesque figurine of the god Demugrah'keh, its faded face 

staring at him. Beyond the figurine was a dense forest, dark and 

filled with a heavy, dismal atmosphere, and the sounds of strange 

creatures.

   Nick's  vision  focused  and  blurred,  focused  and  blurred, 

switching  between  the  figurine  and  the  deep  shadows  of  the 

forest  beyond.  He  made  no  move  to  sit  up  and  view  his 

surroundings – the world he had somehow been transported to. 

He just lay there and sniffed the air. It smelled dewy, and heavy, 

laden with those dreadful feelings.

   His mouth was dry,  and he licked his lips absently,  staring 

through half open eyes at the figurine, only barely aware of it in 

his post-sleep state. His hand went to his head, where a headache 

was  brewing,  and  he  pushed  himself  to  a  sitting  position, 

groaning with the effort.

   He  was  surrounded  by the  forest,  infinitely  dark,  and  yet 
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perfectly visible. And when he looked up he saw no moon, but 

the whole scene seemed to glow a pale silver, as if the moon was 

hovering just above the trees. But the night sky that he could see 

beyond the forest canopy was absolute darkness; not a single star 

marked the sky.

   'Where am I?' he whispered. 'Still in Ireland?' He shook his 

head slightly in  answer to  this  question.  If  he knew only one 

thing, it was that this forest was definitely not the forest in which 

his small cabin sat. The air he breathed now was not Irish air; it 

felt and smelled different – it filled his lungs in a different way. It 

almost felt impure somehow.

   At length, he stood up, pushing himself laboriously to his feet. 

He  felt  lazy  in  this  place  for  some  reason,  as  though  the 

atmosphere, the very air, was sucking the energy out of him. His 

eyelids felt drawn constantly downward, and he could have slept 

on the wild forest floor again.

   But the memory of those things in the cabin, though faded and 

more like the memory of a memory, was still with him. There 

was still a sense of urgency in his thoughts. And that feeling of 

urgency doubled when he looked down at his feet and saw the 

figurine, and the notebook beside it, open at some random page.

   He leaned over and picked them up, stuffing the figurine into 

the back pocket of his jeans after one hateful look, and holding 
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the notebook by his side while his eyes scanned his surroundings 

once more. His thoughts never slowed and he constantly tried to 

discern where this place was, using the air as his only guide. It 

was hot here, hot for night. Somewhere far south of Ireland, that 

was for sure.

   A part of him wondered if he might somehow be in Egypt – 

after all,  it  was the place Denny had been when he found the 

notebook and figurine.  Another part  of him thought this place 

was not Egypt, but some other dimension entirely. Yet even after 

everything that had happened so far, he still couldn't get his head 

around that. How was it possible to be magically transported to 

another place, another reality?

   'It's not possible,' he muttered, and bit his lip. He didn't move 

from  where  he  stood,  afraid  that  if  he  did,  he  would  find 

something  he  didn't  like.  Instead,  he  looked  down  at  the 

notebook in his  hands and pondered  it.  Maybe it  would have 

some answers; the notebook might tell him what to do, or where 

he was.

   He opened it, the creaking of the ancient pages loud against the 

silence of  the  forest,  and went  to  the  page that  contained the 

prayer he had recited in the cabin. He read it silently, but all that 

was on that page was the prayer, and some badly drawn symbols 

beneath it. He turned the page, and as he did, he remembered the 
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letter from Denny telling him to read no part of the book except 

for the prayer. But another thought spoke up at this and told him 

that he didn't really have much of a choice. The book might have 

some answers, and besides, Nick didn't think his situation could 

get much worse.

6

He  was  halfway  down  the  page,  and  getting  no  further 

information from the notebook, when a scream rose in the forest, 

filling the air around him. He closed the book and swung in the 

direction the scream had come from. When he did, Nick could 

see light through the trees, like torches burning. Dozens of them.

   Had those been there before? Nick didn't think so. He would 

have seen them, surely.

   Cautiously he walked towards the torches, ducking behind the 

thickest tree he could find and peering around it to see.

   From his position, he could just see a set of stone steps leading 

upwards, climbing the side of a building, both side of the stone 

staircase lined with those torches. His eyes moved up the steps, 

each one covered in creeping vines of dark green ivy.

   A tree ahead blocked his vision, and he moved forward again, 

his breath heavy with fear, and sweat standing out on his skin. 
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He ducked behind another tree, even though he could see no one 

that might catch him. And at the same time, he wasn't quite sure 

why he should be afraid that someone would see him. There was 

a part of his mind that told him to go out and find someone, give 

the figurine back, and then leave.

   But  there  was  another,  perhaps  more  sensible  side  of  his 

thoughts  that  knew he  would  not  be  allowed  to  simply walk 

away.  Denny's  letter  had  been  clear  that  the  forces  he  was 

dealing with were evil.

   His eyes found the steps again and he could see further up. The 

steps  formed most  of  one  side  of  a  trapezoidal  pyramid.  The 

building looked Aztec in design. The further up his gaze moved, 

the darker the building got, as though it was piercing the thick 

darkness of the sky.

   Once again that scream permeated the forest, and Nick almost 

jumped away from the tree at the sound of it. It was a terrifying 

high-pitched scream of agony that made him shudder when he 

heard it.

   But there were no people, and no sign of the origin of the 

scream. And as yet he couldn't see the zenith of the edifice before 

him.

   Again he moved forward to a better vantage point, all the time 

keeping low, straining to keep his trembling breath quiet. As he 
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moved to a new position,  Nick began to wonder how he was 

going to replace the figurine. Where would he put it? Or would 

he have to give it to some person, some entity?

   Those thoughts were dashed from his mind when he saw a 

movement on the steps. The sight of the thing made him recoil 

behind  the  tree  in  fear.  It  was  shaped  exactly  like  those 

ecclesiastical things that had come to him in the cabin, tall and 

gaunt and draped in a black robe. This one had its hands held 

together,  as  though  in  prayer,  and  its  head  was  down  in 

contemplation as it slowly ascended the many stone steps to the 

top of the pyramid.

   Nick was frozen to his position, hidden fully by the tree, and 

unable to see the thing. Fear held him where he was, even though 

he knew he should turn and look out, and know where it is.

   Slowly he turned, gripping the tree tightly and prepared to turn 

and run  away if  the  thing  saw him.  But  when he  looked the 

figure in black was gone, and there was no sign of it anywhere. 

This was worse, and Nick found himself glancing nervously all 

around him, expecting it to suddenly creep out of the shadows of 

the dark forest.

   The scream, that loud, echoing cry of pain, rang out again, and 

Nick was barely able to contain the shriek that tried to escape 

him. At that moment he saw another of those figures walking 
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casually up the steps, this one also in prayer or meditation.

   This figure was followed by another only a few feet behind, 

and this one was followed by more. Nick watched them walking 

up  the  steps  in  a  line  now,  one  disgusting,  dark  figure  after 

another, six of them in total.

   Then Nick saw the source of the screaming. It was a man, 

naked, his flesh lacerated and bleeding, bruised and filthy. His 

head hung limply on his chest, covered in long hair and a wild 

beard. Two of those dark figures held him up, one on either side, 

following the others to the top of the structure.

   He watched as they slowly dragged the naked man's limp body 

up the steps.

   Is he dead? Nick thought frantically.  Have they killed him? 

What are they doing to him? What are they? What's happening?

   Question after impossible question bombarded Nick's thoughts 

as he watched the horrible scene unfold before his eyes. All the 

time he felt the figurine in his back pocket, and it served as a 

constant reminder of what he was meant to do. He was meant to 

replace it. But where? How?

   The thought of just throwing the thing out to the steps had 

crossed his mind. He could throw it out, and those things would 

find it. But it seemed too simple somehow, as if a part of him 

knew this was not the right way.
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   He turned his attention back to the gathering of those grotesque 

figures, like ancient druids performing some evil ritual. It looked 

more and more like Nick was about to witness human sacrifice. 

This was the only reason he could imagine for the unconscious 

man's  presence,  and  the  ceremonial  procession  of  druidic 

creatures.

7

His mission was forgotten while he watched those things carry 

the man to the top of the pyramid. The figurine was forgotten, 

and  with  it  everything  else.  All  Nick  could  do  was  watch, 

fascinated  as  the  dark  figures  reached  the  top  of  the  stone 

structure, maybe a hundred feet up, and perched the naked man 

in a large seat made of stone.

   They stood around the unconscious man in a semi circle, all six 

of them, and began to chant in unison a prayer that Nick could 

barely hear from where he was.

   He saw the naked man stir and struggle. One of the creatures 

put  its  hand  over  the  man's  forehead,  and  he  slumped 

immediately back into the stone chair, silent once again.

   Nick looked around for a tree closer to the building. He found 

one,  and  it  wasn't  very  concealing,  but  those  robed  creatures 
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were bent solely on their victim now, and Nick didn't think he'd 

be  seen  from where  he  was.  Still,  he  crouched  low,  partially 

hidden by the shade of some huge leaves that looked like giant 

ferns. From there he could see the top of the building, the alter, 

perfectly.

   The man was silent,  and his long hair  fell over his face in 

greasy tangles. Nick watched him, and his impulse was to save 

the man. He saw one of the dark priests draw a huge, glimmering 

sword from beneath his cloak, and he knew what was about to 

happen.  It  was  only  then  that  he  noticed  the  patches  of 

coagulating  blood that  covered  the  stone  steps  leading  to  the 

alter.

   They were going to kill the man.

   The man . . . Nick stared harder at the figure in the stone chair. 

He had fallen to the left in his unconscious state, and the long 

hair  had  come off  his  face.  As  Nick  stared,  his  eyes  moving 

rapidly  over  every  detail  that  he  could  see,  a  feeling  of 

recognition blossomed in his mind, and his heart began to thump 

a horrible beat. His stare pierced the mat of tangled facial hair, 

and behind it he saw the face of a man he knew.

   He stood up out  of the shadows, the fear  now only a  dull 

feeling compared to the sight of Denny's unconscious form on 

that blood soaked alter of sacrifice, and, with better judgement 
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long gone, he called out his cousin's name.

   In his condition, Denny couldn't hear Nick. But those creatures 

did, and when they turned to him, Nick could feel their stares, 

and  the  endless,  malevolent  rage  with  which  they  considered 

him.

8

All six of the shadowy priests had turned towards the edge of the 

alter,  and  they  stood  there,  staring  down  at  Nick,  partially 

concealed by the forest around him. The figure that held the long 

blade moved in front of the others, and this one, Nick could see, 

was much taller and stronger than the others, as though a high-

priest  in  their  dark  order.  Though  he  couldn't  see  faces  from 

where  he  was,  he  could  feel  the  leader  of  those  evil  priests 

grinning down at him.

   The realisation of what he had done bore into his thoughts 

unmercifully, and panic set in immediately after. His entire body 

became paralysed under the unrelenting stare of the robed figures 

above.  Sweat  poured onto his  skin,  sticking his clothes to his 

body, and the sweat was charged with his terror, hot and stinging.

   As he watched, the high-priest of the dark figures turned to the 

steps and began descending them, its eyes on Nick all the way, 
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its stare never faltering. By its side swung the large blade, and 

behind it followed the other figures, each one of them regarding 

Nick with the same seething hatred, and loathsome repugnance.

   He took a quick,  jerking step backwards,  and his thoughts 

fumbled carelessly over one another in an attempt to gain some 

lucidity. But it was impossible, because his thoughts were always 

on the hideous druids coming towards him, and what they were 

going to do if – when – they caught him.

   They were halfway down, walking slowly,  as if  they knew 

Nick's terror would restrain him. His eyes found Denny, who sat 

awake now on the stone chair,  looking languidly down at  his 

cousin below.

   'Denny!' Nick called out. How is he here? his thoughts roared. 

He died! How is he even here? He held the small figurine above 

his head, and shouted: 'I have the statue! What do I do? How do I 

fix it?'

   The figures in black were closer now, almost at the bottom of 

the tall staircase. The high-priest in lead looked curiously back to 

his sacrificial human at the top of the pyramid, and then back to 

Nick. It stopped dead in its tracks when it saw the figurine of 

Demugrah'keh, and held its hands out on either side to stop the 

other figures.

   Nick's attention was drawn to this, and he watched in silent 
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dread as the lead figure walked alone towards him. He took one 

short, involuntary step away, and the figurine was still held to 

eye level, forgotten for now.

   The dark, robed figure came closer still, the sword held slightly 

concealed behind its back, and Nick felt this might be a sign of 

safety.  Perhaps no harm would come to him. Maybe he could 

give the figurine back, then he and Denny could leave!

   But the air was thick and filled with hostility and fear,  the 

stench of death at the hands of those evil creatures – druids of a 

dark deity, a god hungry for death. The black sky above swirled 

with  dark  purple  clouds  and  they  heaved  with  the  bad 

atmosphere of this place, as though at any moment the sky itself 

might  vomit  an  evil  onto  the  forest.  Every  breath  Nick  took 

weighed heavily on his soul, and still the vibrations of endless 

and malignant terror pervaded the air. A sign that there was no 

safety in this  place.  And there would be no quarter shown by 

those entities before him.

   Nick spoke.  The words  escaped him suddenly,  and free of 

thought,  surprising  even him.  'I  have  your  god!'  he  said  in  a 

string of words, and hated that his voice was weak and full of 

fear.  The  thing  stopped  walking,  hesitating  slightly.  It  looked 

briefly  back  at  its  counterparts,  and  turned  back  to  Nick, 

continuing towards him. 'I'll smash it to a thousand pieces!' he 
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screamed.  His  voice  was  not  trembling  now.  Adrenaline  had 

kicked  in,  a  second  wind,  and  there  seemed  to  be  a  kind  of 

courage in his voice.

   The fiend sensed it, too, and stopped again, its shoulders rising 

as it bent over slightly, as though physically hurt by Nick's threat. 

But it never took its darkened eyes off him, and neither did the 

others – they remained silent, but watching constantly from the 

bottom of the stone steps.

   Above the scene, Denny was struggling off the stone seat. His 

face was washed with blood, now drying, and his mouth was full 

of it. He tried to speak, but could only cough on mouthfuls of 

blood.

   'I'll smash it and you'll lose your god,' Nick threatened. 'If you 

don't  let  me  and  Denny,  my  cousin,  your  sacrifice,  go!'  He 

paused,  listening  to  the  silence.  The  lack  of  response  was 

terrifying, and his confidence began to wane. 'You . . . you will 

let us go! And . . . you'll get your god! But only when . . . when 

we're safe! You hear me? You understand me? Let us go!'

   The creature with the sword was close to him now, but it made 

no move towards him. It seemed to ponder Nick's warning.

   A long time seemed to pass as Nick waited for some kind of 

response. His eyes darted back and forth between the creatures 

below  and  his  injured  cousin  above,  now crawling  down the 
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blood-dashed  stone  steps.  The  air  thickened  and  thinned,  the 

atmosphere  of  danger  ebbing  and  flowing  all  around  him,  as 

though it had a consciousness of its own.

   At last the evil druid before him peered over its shoulder and 

looked at the others at the bottom of the pyramid. Nick could 

hear no sound, but some form of communication passed between 

them, because a moment later, two of the robed figures ascended 

the steps towards Denny.

   They reached him, and he struggled and moaned when they 

grabbed his arms, pulling him roughly down the steps. Before 

they reached  the  bottom they cast  him to  the  ground and  he 

landed with a cracking thud on the forest floor, a gasp of pain 

puffing from his lungs. Nick stepped forward, anger dawning on 

his face, but the figures stepped forward also, and he stopped.

   'Denny,' he called out, hoping his voice would be heard by his 

injured, delirious cousin. Denny lay clutching his stomach from 

the fall, but at the sound of Nick's voice he rolled onto his front 

and pushed himself onto his hands and knees. He looked up, his 

half-open eyes scanning the area for Nick. 'Over here, come on!' 

Nick said,  but didn't dare to take his eyes off the dark priests 

standing nearby.

   Denny spotted Nick, and began crawling towards him. He was 

trying to speak, but the words wouldn't come.
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   The creature in lead held out his hand and pointed to Nick. 

Then he turned his hand palm up, and Nick knew that he wanted 

the figurine.

   'When  I  have  Denny,'  Nick  said,  his  voice  unsure,  and 

unconfident. 'When I have my cousin.'

   He looked back at Denny, closer now, but still crawling. He 

took a step forward to help, but when he did the group of priests 

mimicked  him and  he  stopped  again,  his  eyes  flashing  up to 

them, untrusting.

   'C'mon, Denny!' he hissed. 'Come here!'

   Denny was mumbling something, and it sounded like gibberish 

to Nick.

   The tall high priest took a step forward, growing impatient, and 

his  outstretched  hand rose  further,  the  talon-like  nails  curling 

towards Nick.

   Nick looked over at it, then back at Denny, his mind working 

hard, deciding what to do.

   'How do we leave this place, Denny?' he said. 'Denny, tell me 

what to do to get us out of here!'

   'You  are  bound  to  your  promise,'  Denny  said  through  a 

mouthful  of  dried  blood.  He  looked  sideways  up  at  the  high 

priest of those creatures. The thing looked briefly at him, then 

back at Nick. 'My life for your god!' Denny said.
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   He pushed himself to his feet, stumbling forward in the effort 

and almost losing his balance again. But he caught himself and 

stood still for a moment, wincing in pain from the torture he had 

received from those creatures. He looked up again at the high 

priest,  and Nick  could  see  sadness  and anger  etched onto  his 

cousin's face.

   'My life for your god!' Denny roared at the figure. He pointed 

to Nick. 'He leaves here, safe, unharmed . . . And never will you 

seek him out again! This is the pact you will make to receive 

your god!'

   Denny was weak, and straining to stay upright. Nick watched 

him in growing confusion. 'Denny, what the hell are you talkin 

about?' he grunted. 'We're both leaving this place!'

   Denny ignored him. His stare never wavered from the shadowy 

figure.  'Two years I  have endured punishment for the theft  of 

your god.' He coughed, and spat out a wad of blood. 'Now it's 

back in its rightful place, and you will set me free! This is your 

pact! It is the way of the gods.'

   The creature holding the sword nodded to Denny. But it never 

took its stare from the figurine still held by Nick.

   'Give it to me, Nick,' Denny said, turning to Nick and holding 

out his hand.

   'And then we leave, right?'
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   'No, Nick,' Denny said gravely. 'I left the physical world two 

years ago. I remained here in spirit only, as punishment for the 

theft of their god. Now I can return it to them, and then my spirit 

will be free. You're going home alone, Nick.'

   Nick could barely think, much less speak. He wanted to scream 

at Denny. He wanted to grab his cousin by the hand and get him 

the hell out of there. But he also knew he couldn't. Denny's eyes 

betrayed such a weight in his spirit that Nick knew he was telling 

the truth.

   He nodded, and stepped towards Denny, passing the figurine 

into his cousin's hand.

   For a moment, Denny said nothing. He looked down at the 

figurine, studying it silently. Then he looked up at Nick, his eyes 

filled with tears, and Nick couldn't be sure if they were tears of 

sadness, or tears of relief.

   'Thank you, Nick,' he said. '. . . for coming for me.'

   Nick could only nod. The words wouldn't form for him. He 

watched as Denny turned away, walking towards the tall, gaunt 

figure of that dark pontifex. He knelt down before the creature 

and held the figurine up, presenting it as if it was a gift.

   The  high-priest  looked up at  Nick,  although its  eyes  were 

barely visible beneath its robe.

   'Lif thess plose, aned navere yee shest besk!' the dark creature 
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growled in a loud, echoing voice that sounded like a choir  of 

demons.

9

At that moment a strange sensation fell over Nick, and it felt as if 

he was surrounded with warmth. It was pressing in on him, like 

an invisible film. And then the scene around him was turning 

grey,  becoming  opaque,  and  then  morphing  into  transparency. 

The stone steps began to look ghostly, as did the pyramid and the 

forest, and the druids that watched him.

   All around him, as the dark reality of those creatures faded 

away, another reality faded in, two ghost worlds merging. But 

Nick could barely realise  this  change in  reality,  and his mind 

spun as he became faint and drifted out of awareness.

   In the moments before his mind turned completely to sleep, 

Nick  saw the  dark  priest  raise  its  sword  high  above  Denny's 

head. And as the sword was swung downwards towards Denny's 

neck, Nick tried to speak, and to move. But his mind and body 

and voice no longer  worked, and a  dark sleep had taken him 

completely  by  then,  leaving  the  twisted  reality  of  those  evil 

creatures behind as only a memory.

   Fading even then.
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10

When his eyes opened, Nick found himself staring up at a forest 

roof,  through which  he  could  see  an  infinitely white  sky.  An 

endless empyrean field of clouds.

   He made no move, just lay there. He knew where he was. He 

knew from the air, which smelled of Irish winter and pine cones 

–  one  of  which  jutted  uncomfortably  into  his  shoulder.  His 

thoughts  revolved  on  what  had  happened,  reflecting  on  it 

endlessly.  But  in  his  mind's  eye  the  images  were  a  blur,  and 

becoming more and more unclear with every passing second.

   By the time night fell over his cabin, Nick would no longer 

remember the transformation of this world into that darker plane 

of  existence.  He  would  not  remember  the  shadowy  order  of 

priests, and its high priest, whose unseen eyes had probed him 

from that infernal alter of sacrifice. Nor would he remember his 

cousin, who, in the last moments of Nick's time there, had been 

slain by the high priest's sword.

   By the  time he  sat  awkwardly up,  Nick  was  beginning to 

wonder  how  he  had  come  to  be  unconscious  on  the  ground 

beyond his cabin. And there was a gap in his memory, the portion 

of night that he was in that other place, that he couldn't account 
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for.  But Nick couldn't fathom the reason for that gap, and for 

some unknown reason, he was glad of that.

In the four weeks before he left the cabin for the city, Nick had 

recurring nightmares, incredibly vivid visions of another place, 

another reality, with a pyramid of unholy worship presided over 

by an order of foul priests.

   But the dreams ceased when he left the cabin for Dublin. And 

by that time, Nick had finished his novel.

   It was was called Prayer to Demugrah'keh.
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Notes on Undercroft Stories
                                                                                                                                                                   

Unholy Rosary

In the event that this book should fall into the hands of the easily 

offended: The Convent of the Holy Rosary is indeed a convent in 

County Cavan,  Ireland.  It  did  actually  close  in  '85,  but  that's 

where  my  knowledge  of  the  convent  ends.  In  the  story,  the 

reason for  the convent's  closure is  that  a bunch of  nuns went 

wild, and became possessed by evil. I want to make it clear that 

this  is  not  based  on  fact,  and  is  purely  my  imagination,  not 

intended to offend anyone.

   My aim is  not  to  offend  Christians  or  the  Church,  but  to 

entertain.

Prayer to Demugrah'keh

This  story  follows  in  the  series  of  short  stories  I  have 

occasionally been writing on the  subject  of  the  fictional  Four 

Gods. In the story, one of the druid-like creatures says: 

   “Lif thess plose, aned navere yee shest besk!”
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   This is the dead language I created for use in the Four Gods 

saga, and translates into English as:

   “Leave this place, and never you look back!”

   There is a whole pronunciation guide for the language, but it's 

too much to go into here and now.
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