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Rain obscured the front windscreen as Irene nosed her battered red Renault Clio down the narrow country lane. She hunched her slender body over the steering wheel. Even with the wipers at full speed, she could hardly see where she was going. 

“Are you sure this is the right turn?” she asked her twin sister, Vicky, who sat in the passenger seat.

“Yup, should be. Travel straight on the Knockpatrick road until you come to a crossroads. Turn right towards Basard, and at the next speed limit sign, turn immediately left. First gate on the left.” Vicky sounded bored, and Irene thought she was swiping her phone screen too often to be looking at the map.

“That’s what you said at the last turnoff.”

“Well, maybe if I’d been able to get a signal for the last twenty kilometers, my directions would be better. Do you know how hard it is to navigate when the blue arrow has disappeared?”

In the backseat, Irene’s Miniature Schnauzer, Ronnie, sat up and whined. 

“See, Ronnie thinks we’ve gone wrong again. She’s got a great sense of direction.”

“She’s a dog.” Vicky reached between the front seats and tickled the dog behind her ears. Ronnie’s hindleg scratched the seat in response.

“She was right about the last turn, wasn’t she?”

“She isn’t right about this one though.” Vicky pointed out the water streaked window. “There it is. Boss Cottage in all its glory.”

Irene slowed the car and turned left into a narrow gateway in the hedge lined lane. A short driveway led to three houses, separated by a hard tennis court and a patch of lawn with an elaborate wooden tree house and swing set. 

“Are you sure this is it?”

Vicky rubbed the condensation from the glass with her sleeve. “Yup, I think so.” She held up her phone, displaying the picture from the site where they had booked the holiday. The photograph showed three red brick houses bathed in sunshine, surrounded by colorful flowers in pots and hanging baskets, and lush green grass. It bore little resemblance to the rain-soaked buildings, banks of leaflitter piled against the walls, the windows dark, the grass waterlogged and overgrown. 

Irene shared a look of disappointment with Vicky. 

“Should have gone to the Bahamas.”

In the back seat, Ronnie stood on her hindlegs to look out the window. She snorted, then yapped impatiently as she scratched at the door. 

“We couldn’t have taken Ronnie with us to the Bahamas.” Irene looked back fondly at her dog. “Let’s face it, we wouldn’t have been going anywhere, except in our imagination, if your boss hadn’t given us this week. We shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

“He’s always getting free things from drug companies and grateful patients. I understand why he didn’t want to visit Ireland’s Halloween capitol, but if it’s going to be like this all week, I wish he’d thrown something else, anything else, my way.”

“Don’t be like that. I’m very grateful for his generosity. I’m sure the cottage is lovely inside, and things will look better in the morning with the sun shining.”

Vicky mumbled something rude under her breath.

The first house on the left had a large oval sign by the door with Mord painted on it. Irene couldn’t make out the name of the second house in the dark, but the house on the right had a nameplate displaying Boss. She parked the car and turned off the engine but kept the lights on. They shed scant light over the front of the house, and the recessed doorway remained in shadow. Ronnie whined and tried to squeeze between the front seats. Irene held her back, while Vicky unbuckled her seatbelt.

 “I’ll open up the house, you unpack the car.”

A blast of cold air blew a shower of rain into the car when Vicky opened the door. The wind forced the door shut again, and it almost closed over on her legs. She caught it with her feet and kicked it open, before jumping out into the elements. Ronnie recoiled, shivering, droplets of rain clinging to the grey hairs on her face.

Vicky pulled her jacket around her, hid her hands in her sleeves, and ran up to the front door of the house. Rainwater that had collected on the ledge above the porch fell on her in a steady stream, dribbling down her neck through the opening in her collar. She cursed as the water wormed its cold fingers down her back while she searched around the door for the key. Not finding it, she pressed the shining white button of the doorbell and rapped hard on the wood of the door in desperation.

 “Where are these damn owners? I’m freezing.” Vicky hopped from one foot to the other. 

Irene got out of the car and opened the door to the back seat, clipping on Ronnie’s lead before she let her jump out. “You wouldn’t be cold if you dressed more appropriately for the season.”

Despite being late October, Vicky had refused to give up wearing shorts, her only concession to the change of season a pair of thigh high black socks. 

“Be boring, you mean, like you.” Vicky grinned.

Irene chuckled. “Have you tried ringing the owner?”

“No, dimwit, I’ve been calling him with the powers of my mind.” Vicky waved her phone in the air. “No signal, remember.”

Ronnie, choking with excitement, pulled Irene to the overgrown grass, and promptly urinated on it. 

“Where are you, Farmer John?” Vicky’s voice echoed on the clear, mountain air.

Irene flushed with embarrassment. “Shush, he might hear you.”

“Good.” 

“He must have forgotten to leave the keys. He said he lived next door, in the farmhouse.” Irene tried to glimpse lights over the hedge that marked the boundary line.

“Great, let’s drive around.” Vicky ran back to the car.

“It’s only next door. Come on, let’s walk.”

“You’re mad. You go, I’ll wait for you here.” Vicky called from the passenger seat of the car.

Irene looked at her sister, busy wringing out her hair and clothes. She looked miserable with her blonde hair plastered against her face, her dark roots clearly visible. Despite her warm, comfortable corduroy trousers and her waterproof jacket, Irene could feel the cold weather seeping through to her bones, and she wondered if she looked as drowned as her twin. For a second, she almost reconsidered her decision to walk to the nearby farmer’s house, but then Ronnie tugged on the lead and she set off down the drive after her dog.

She walked confidently out to the lane, but once the hedges blocked the car headlights, darkness shrouded her. She had forgotten that there weren’t streetlights in the country, or at least in out of the way places like this. She’d never heard of Basard before Vicky told her about Doctor Kennedy’s gift, but it had looked interesting when she checked out the website. She didn’t care about the Halloween nonsense, but the history of the area, boasting one of the country’s most complete standing stone circles among other druidic ruins, had intrigued her. What had clinched the deal was the fact that the dates coincided with her midterm break. It was too good an offer to turn down.

“I’m glad you’re with me, Ronnie. It’s good to have your dog around when your own twin has deserted you.”

The lane stretched in a dark tunnel ahead of her, and the ground under her feet, a mixture of years of decaying leaflitter and cow manure, was soft and yielding. Her boots sank into it in places, and she slipped a couple of times. She started to think her idea to walk wasn’t such a good one. How far was this farmhouse? Was she even traveling in the right direction? She should have stayed with Vicky and taken the car, but she was too stubborn to admit her mistake and turn back. She gritted her teeth and trudged on into the wind.

Ronnie stopped dead in her tracks, growling deep in her throat, and Irene almost tripped over the little dog in the dark. She heard a mournful, whistling sigh right in front of her, followed by a wet squelching sound. Irene pulled her phone out of her pocket, her cold fingers fumbling at the screen as she tried to turn on the torch. She switched on her light and jumped as the figure of a teenage girl materialized an arm length away from her. 

Her phone clearly illuminated the mud splattered trainers and tracksuit bottoms of the girl blocking the road, but her upper body and head dissolved into shadow. Her raised arms clutched something to her head. Was that blood staining her pale pink hoodie? Irene raised the torch and slowly revealed the rest of the teenager. Her hands, cuffs and collar were covered in muck and blood, and her face was buried in the furry object she held up.

Irene blessed herself and said a quick prayer for guidance before she ran towards the teen. She’d forgotten how pungent the country was. The city had its own odors of course, but the lane smelled of death. Irene didn’t want to think about the animal excrement and decaying rodent bodies she was squelching through, and wished she’d brought wellies with her on the trip.

“Hello, are you okay? Have you been in an accident? Are you hurt?”

The girl let out a low moan of pain. She lowered her hands and turned slowly towards Irene, causing her to gasp. The poor child was more badly injured than she’d thought. Her skin was pale, her lips blue, and blood covered her lower jaw. Dark bruises circled her eyes, which seemed to have shrunk into her face. It looked like she’d been in a car accident or being beaten up perhaps. Irene was worried she’d sustained a head injury, going by the inarticulate groans she made, but maybe her difficulty with speech was the result of a broken jaw. All that blood had to have come from somewhere.

“Can you tell me your name? I’m Irene. Do you live near here? Can you tell me what happened?”

Holding out her arms, the teenager stumbled towards Irene. The long-haired tortoiseshell cat in her hand, recently dead judging by the bright color of the blood, flopped obscenely in the girl’s grasp as she moved. Irene’s heart went out to her, she knew the pain of the loss of a pet, but her primary concern was for the safety of the girl and that she got medical treatment as soon as possible.

As Irene put her arms around her to keep the teen upright, she added another tick in the brain injury column because of her disorientation and lack of balance. The hoodie was soaked through, and Irene had to fight her reaction to gag at the smell of damp and rot that enveloped the teen, as well as the unpleasant spongy feel of her clothes.

“It’s all right. Everything is going to be okay. I’m here to help you.”

She tried to guide the teen back to the cottages, but the girl was taller than Irene, and her lack of coordination pushed them towards the hedgerows. The teenager rubbed the dead cat over Irene’s chest and belly and tried to rest her head upon Irene’s shoulder. Irene felt ashamed at the rising panic that threatened to overwhelm her compassion for the stranger. 

With a roar, a large dark shape lunged at Irene, its startling white teeth snapping together near her throat as it grabbed hold of the girl’s hoodie and dragged her out of Irene’s arms. Knocked off balance, Irene skidded in the muck and fell heavily on to one knee, scratching her hands on sharp branches as she fought to keep from toppling into the hedge. Ronnie clung to her side, barking in high pitched terror, her body trembling against Irene’s leg.

“Down, Thorn.” A tall man with dark curly hair and a wiry beard loomed out of the shadows and beat the beast back from the girl with a blackthorn, and then grabbed the teenager by the shoulders and hoisted her aloft as if she weighed no more than a sack of potatoes.

“Lisa, no,” he said, shaking the girl roughly before gently wrapping his arms around her.

Her heart in her mouth, Irene stood up, disentangled the leather lead from around Ronnie’s paws and lifted the little dog into her arms. The light from her phone wavered side to side as she tried to play it over the man, who stood regarding her with suspicion. He wore a floppy waxed hat and a large smock like rain jacket. Mucky black wellies clothed his gargantuan feet. A pair of massive black dogs, like Great Danes, but with sharper muzzles and naturally erect ears, ran circles around the man and the teenager.

“Mr. Brennan?” Irene cleared her throat, embarrassed at how shrill she sounded, and over compensated when she spoke again, making her voice too deep. “John Brennan? I’m Irene Murtagh, I’ve rented Boss Cottage for the week?”

The dogs, their white teeth and red gums standing out clearly against their coal black skin, snapped and snarled as they circled, and Irene was afraid that they would take a notion to go for Ronnie in her arms. She would defend her dog to her last breath, but looking at the beasts, she didn’t think it would take them long to overcome her.

“I was looking for you to get the key when I ran into this girl. Do you know who she belongs to? I would have phoned for an ambulance, but I don’t have any service.”

“It’s the mountains, they block the signal. We’re in a dead spot here.”

Irene jumped at the sound of a second man beside her. She swung the light around and revealed a younger version of John Brennan, hunched against the elements in the middle of the road, a sheepish grin on his clean-shaven face.

“You found Lisa, so.” 

“Back Thorn, back Pilate. Quiet now.” John shouted at the dogs until they cringed at his feet. Still holding the teenager to him in a bear hug, he produced a flashlight from the recesses under his rainslicker, and turning it on, revealed a gate hidden in the hedge a few paces away. He marched to the gate, the beam of light flickering wildly as he fumbled with the catch and whistled for the dogs once he had opened it. Irene followed him a couple of steps, far enough to see the sweep of a drive leading to a farmyard, complete with farmhouse and outbuildings. Once he and the dogs had gone through the gate, and it was firmly closed, he turned to Irene.

 “You’re Irene Murtagh, so.” John’s accent was thick – country, Irene thought, but whether it was Cork or Limerick, she couldn’t tell. They were on the border here, high up in the mountains. On the map, Boss Cottage rested on the thick red line that denoted the county borders. She had never been much good at identifying accents at the best of times, and this certainly wasn’t a good time for thinking about dialects.

“You’re late. I thought you were coming with your sister. Did you lose her in the dark? Where’s your car? Did you walk all the way from Dublin?” John made a noise like distant thunder.

“She’s waiting at the house. I really think this girl - Lisa, is it? - needs medical attention. I think she’s been in an accident.” She blamed the cold for her chattering teeth.

John’s thick brows drew together in a foreboding scowl. “She’s my daughter. She had one of her turns. She’ll be grand once I get her back inside. Brendan here will walk you back to the cottage. He has the keys with him.”

Without another word, John squelched up the path towards the buildings, Thorn and Pilate at his side. Irene, shivering and soaked, turned to Brendan, who motioned down the lane in the direction of the cottages.

“After you.”


      ***Vicky pulled the car door closed with a snap. Outside, Irene was ghostly pale in the headlights, her face twisted with indecision. It was an expression that Vicky particularly disliked, even more so because it was also her own. 

Irene turned away from the car and followed Ronnie down the short driveway out into the lane. Both woman and dog were swallowed by the darkness.

“Stupid bitch.” 

Vicky sighed as she squeezed rainwater out of her long hair. She’d have to get the straighteners out as soon as they were settled in the cottage if she wanted to avoid frizzled locks. A strange thought crossed her mind. She wondered if she would ever see Irene again, or was that glimpse of her in the car headlights the last she would ever have. She shivered at the morbid thought and wondered where it had come from.

“Too many late-night true crime shows.”

A blast of wind buffeted the Clio. Vicky looked around, convinced that someone had knocked into the car, but didn’t see anyone. She looked at the clock on her phone. Seven minutes past six. She wondered if she should turn off the headlights, in case the battery lost its charge, but thought better of it because she didn’t want to sit alone in the dark. She checked that the doors were locked and sat on her hands, staring nervously out of the windscreen. She hoped that the cottage had internet because she couldn’t last the week without going online. 

Dark shapes moving past the driver’s side window made her jump. She watched the figures slowly round the car. In the red glow of the taillights she caught the glimpse of a brown jacket.

“Irene, is that you?” She put her hand out to open the door. “Irene, did you find Farmer John?”

The figures moved around the rear of the car and approached the passenger window. There were at least four, a giant, a lumpen misshapen beast, and two smaller monsters. A hand thumped down on the roof of the car, another rattled the handle and a face pressed against the rain slick window.

Vicky let out a startled cry, her heart thumping overtime in her chest. As the moment of panic cleared, she saw a pair of dark brown eyes staring in at her, set in a head the size and shape of a melon. Crinkles at the corners of his eyes showed that he was no longer in his first youth, but his goofy grin set Vicky at ease. Her fear melted away, and she returned the smile.

“You startled me.”

“Open the door.” The man pointed to the lock.

She obliged, and he opened the car door, letting in the wind and rain once again. A gust of cold air flew up her shorts as she got out of the car.

“You okay, Miss? You look a little lost.”

In the light of the car headlights, the figures resolved into a family of human beings. The man towered above Vicky. Everything about him conveyed size and strength, from his skateboard sized feet to his gourd like head. In one, enormous hand he tenderly held the dainty fingers of a girl of about five years old. A woman stood beside him, holding a boy slightly older than a toddler on her hip. What Vicky could see of the woman’s face beneath her fur lined cap and above the high collar of her jacket, was remarkably attractive, coupled with both good features and a light that seemed to shine from within. Her smile was almost angelic. She beamed at Vicky, and Vicky felt envious of her easy beauty. Behind her stood a girl of six or seven, a pleasant mixture of her father’s height and her mother’s prettiness. Her eyes grew wide as she looked Vicky up and down.

“I like your clothes.”	

The woman moved the boy to her other hip and put her hand on the older child’s shoulder. “Jimmy, are you pestering this nice lady?”

“You know I can’t pass by a damsel in distress without offering assistance.” 

Judging by their accents and sensible clothes, suitable for the arctic, Vicky guessed they were from the United States. “Thanks for asking, but I’m fine. I’m just waiting for the key to the cottage.”

“We’re in Morry.” Jimmy pointed to the third house, on the other side of the tennis court. “Don’t you love the names, they’re so random.”

“Yeah, I suppose.” Vicky glanced down at her phone and wondered where Irene and Ronnie were.

“Gosh, where are my manners. I’m Jimmy, and this souffle au chocolat is my wife, Lara. This cream puff with me is Susan, that there is Drew, and the stretch of pulled sugar is Angie.”

Vicky pulled her batwing shrug around her and folded her arms. Her teeth chattered from the cold. Was this guy a chef? The mention of food made her realize how hungry she was. “So, you’re here on holiday?”

Jimmy and Lara exchanged glances and then laughed. “Yeah, you could say that.”

There was a story in their laugh, but Vicky didn’t want to hear it. 

Angie stepped forward. “We were in Dublin last week.”

“Lovely little place.” Jimmy nodded.

“Angie wants to see the dolphins. What’s that famous one called, honey?” Lara looked down at her daughter.

Good luck seeing dolphins this far from the sea, Vicky thought.

“Flipper.” Drew thumped his fists against his mother’s shoulder enthusiastically.

“No, Drew, I don’t think that’s right. He has some cute Irish name.” Lara scrunched up her face, thinking. 

They mean Fungi, Vicky thought, but didn’t feel inclined to offer the information. She liked the feeling of superiority withholding the knowledge gave her.

“She doesn’t care about our plans, honey. You want us to wait with you until the key arrives?”

Lara stepped towards Vicky. “Forgive my husband, he wasn’t raised right. You want to come into our cottage and warm up? Mr. Brennan likes to take his time with things, or that’s what we’ve gathered.”

Vicky backed against the car. “No, thanks. I’ll wait here. It’s very kind of you though.”

The husband and wife exchanged looks once again, and something unspoken seemed to pass between them. “You know where we are, if you change your mind.”

“You sure you’re okay waiting on your own?”

Vicky nodded and gave a terse smile, then jumped back into the safety of the car. She took out her phone and pretended to text, hoping that the family would be gone when she looked up. She was disappointed that they were still there five minutes later, but when the figures stepped towards the cottage door, they resolved in the headlights into Irene clutching Ronnie, and a tall slice of salty goodness.

The man was at least six foot four, with an athletic build and curly dark hair. Trust Irene to find the local talent while she met the Brady Bunch.

She jumped out of the car and ran to the porch as the man opened the door and ushered Irene in before him. Lights sprang on inside the house. Vicky stepped through the entrance as the man turned to close the door behind him. He did a double take when he saw her.

“Irene?”

“No, I’m Vicky, her more attractive sister.”

He blushed and looked down at his feet. “I don’t know about that. I’m Brendan.”

His accent was thick, and even though she could barely understand him, Vicky found it mildly arousing. “Nice to meet you.” She pushed her hair back from her face and wished she didn’t look so miserable. 

“Come on in.” Brendan waved Vicky inside. She needed no further encouragement and scooted past him into the warmth of the house. 

A short hallway with a flight of stairs separated the kitchen from the living room. Vicky caught sight of a leather suite arranged around an open fireplace, a television set up on a wooden coffee table to one side, dual aspect windows looking out over the car and the tennis court.

Irene stood in the other room, still cuddling Ronnie as she looked around the simple, yet modern kitchen. Vicky shot her a ‘where have you been?’ look, and Irene shrugged in response, but Vicky thought her twin looked shaken up.

“Thank you for helping us find my sister, Irene. Not many people would be kind to Lisa.” 

“Oh, right.” Trust Irene to play the Good Samaritan five minutes after arriving in the place. She’d get on with that Jimmy fella like a house on fire, Vicky thought. 

Brendan stood in the kitchen doorway, his shoulders hunched, and his eyes hidden under his mop of hair. Now that she got a good look at him, Vicky didn’t find him so attractive. He was tall, yes, but what she had taken for athleticism in the dark now looked like the gangly skinniness of youth. His face was round with baby fat, and a sprinkling of dark brown down covered his chin and upper lip. He looked only eighteen or nineteen years old

“You’re welcome. It must be hard on you and your family. How long has she been unwell?”

“Ah now, Da doesn’t like me talking about it. We manage all right.”

“What’s the wifi password?” Vicky decided to change the subject to more important matters. She took out her phone and searched for a network.

“We don’t have any of that fancy sort of thing. Can’t even get the telly, it’s set up for DVDs in there. It’s the mountains, they block everything. You might get on the interwebs at The Rowanoak, that’s one of the pubs in the village. It’s the only place before Knockpatrick where you might. We’re a bit old fashioned out here, but Da says that some people like that sort of thing.” 

“It’ll do us good to have a week away from technology.” Irene walked Brendan to the door. “What time do we have to be out of the house on Saturday?”

“Don’t worry about that. The doggo is okay down here, but don’t let him in the bedrooms. The carpets are new.”

“Thank you.” Irene tried to close the door, but Brendan lingered on the doorstep. Vicky could feel his eyes on her, and when she looked at him, he winked. She smiled but grimaced as soon as Irene closed the front door.

“Dibs on the double bed.” Vicky raced up the staircase and looked into the two bedrooms, which mirrored the layout of the rooms below. Both were a good size, with double beds and en-suite shower rooms. She fist-pumped the air, then leaned over the stairwell to shout down to Irene. “Two doubles with bathrooms. Yes.”

“That’s great. Now get down here and help me unload the car.”

Vicky sighed theatrically and stomped down the stairs. “All right, but you have to make dinner. I’m starving.”

“See, the cottage is lovely. We’re going to have a fun week.”

For the first time since they’d left Dublin, Vicky agreed with her twin. She knew it was going to be a restful, relaxing vacation.   


      ***Father McBride woke from deep sleep to full alertness in seconds. He sat up in bed, listening to the sounds of the house to determine what had disturbed him. He couldn’t discern anything out of the ordinary, but something continued to niggle at him. He had experienced something like this once before, the night the parish priest of his former parish had disappeared.

Swinging his legs out of bed, he felt for his slippers in the dark and shuffled his feet inside. The night was cold, and the wind whistled through a gap in the ancient window frame. He sat in silence for a few minutes, waiting. The alarm clock on his bedside locker ticked past the seconds loudly. Outside his window, a large oak tree creaked as the weather rocked it.

He sniffed but couldn’t detect any odors save his own and the pleasant smell of fresh laundry from his sheets. No hint of sulfur assaulted his nostrils, nor did the faint jingle of distant bells reach his ears. This was different from the last time, for which he was grateful.

The priest reached out and turned on his bedside light, bathing the sparsely furnished room in dim yellow glow, making the silver crucifix shine on the rosary beads beside his alarm clock. The light was too bright to be a coincidence. He’d been woken for a reason, and now part of it became clear.

Without knowing the reason why, or for whom, Father McBride picked up his rosary beads, knelt on the cold wooden floor beside his bed and began to pray.
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The camera cut to a wide angle shot, and the music swelled dramatically as a small yellow life raft zoomed away from an oil rig, two bedraggled figures huddled in it, with grey waves all around. Slowly the end credits started to roll over the image. 

Vicky threw a handful of popcorn at the television. “Brilliant, absolute genius. There goes ninety minutes of my life I won’t get back.”

Irene stirred on the couch beside her. She sat up, wiped some drool from her chin and rubbed her eyes. “Is it over already?”

“You just missed probably the best film ever made. I can see why someone left it here to enlighten future visitors to this cottage.”

“That good, huh. What happened?” Irene pushed her dark hair back from her face.

“Some mad scientists experimenting with a new type of oil in an oil rig that somehow gets overrun with super intelligent crocodiles. I’m sure there’s an environmental message in there somewhere.” Ronnie rolled over onto her back, exposing her fluffy white belly, and Vicky obliged by tickling it.

“Sounds great, I’m sorry I missed it.” Irene yawned and stretched. “What time is it?”

Vicky looked at her phone. “Five minutes past twelve.”

Irene yawned again and slid her legs out from under her. “Time for bed for me. Remember we’ve an early start in the morning.” She reached over and patted Ronnie affectionately on the bottom. “Come on, little Miss Ronnie, it’s time you went outside to do your stuff.”

Ronnie glanced at her, snorted at the idea of leaving Vicky’s warm, comfortable presence, and wriggled deeper into the couch.

“Come on lazy bones, time to answer the call of nature.” Vicky bounced her knees against the dog to dislodge her.

Ronnie growled in response. 

“I don’t blame her really. I wouldn’t want to leave a nice warm seat by the fire to go out into the cold and dark. Does she have to leave?”

“I’m not getting up at three in the morning when she decides she can’t hold it in anymore.” Irene pulled on her boots and stood up. She lifted the dog onto the ground. Ronnie shook her body in exaggerated disapproval. “Worse than that, I’m not spending Sunday morning cleaning up a puddle from the bedroom carpet.”

“She’s not allowed upstairs, remember.”

“Yeah, that rule has already been broken. Next you’ll say I shouldn’t have her on the bed with me at night.” Vicky pretended to look shocked, so Irene thumped her sister affectionately on the arm. “You see to the fire while I take her highness out, all right?”

“It’s nearly out anyway.”

A cold blast of air crept into the house when Irene opened the front door. Vicky turned off the television and shuffled over to the fire. She picked up the poker and prodded lazily at the embers.

“Hey, Vicky, you should come out and see this.” 

 “What have you found? A dead body?” Vicky stepped closer to the fire, soaking up the last of the heat. She listened for Irene’s laugh, but instead she came back into the living room, looking agitated.

“There’s something really weird going on with the sky. It’s glowing.”

“That’s called starlight. We don’t get to see a lot of it in the city, but I believe it’s quite common out here in the backwoods.” Vicky grinned.

“It’s not starlight, there are too many clouds. Come have a look.”

“All right, all right, I’m coming. I hope it has stopped raining.” Vicky reluctantly left the fire, slipped on her shoes and slouched outside after her twin. 

Not only was the night dry, but it was milder than Vicky had expected. She huddled in the doorway and looked up. There was no outside light, but despite that and the lack of streetlights, she found the night exceptionally bright. She looked for the stars and moon, but banks of clouds covered the sky as far as she could see. The clouds glowed with milky radiance, making the night almost as bright as day. It was eerie. Vicky shivered.

“Isn’t it amazing? The clouds look like they’ve been painted with phosphorus.” Irene gazed slack jawed at the sky.

“Yeah, I suppose.” Vicky was less enthused. “Where’s Ronnie?”

Irene pointed to the circle of long grass and weeds. 

“I don’t see her.”

“Ronnie, where are you, baby?”

“Don’t worry, Irene, she won’t have gone far. It’s not like there’s any traffic to knock her down if she got out onto the road.”

Her twin shot her a glance.

“Sorry, not helping.” Vicky held up her hands. “Ronnie.”

Vicky picked her way gingerly through the leaves and muck on the tarmac outside the house, her arms folded, her hands tucked into her armpits to keep them warm. She couldn’t see the little dog anywhere.

“I think she’s teaching you a lesson for making her go outside at this time of night.” 

A small, dark shape emerged from under the treehouse and streaked across the grass in the direction of the ditch at the back of the property. 

“There she is.” Irene bent over and slapped her knees. “Come on, Ronnie, come here girl.”

Painted silver by the strange light from the clouds, Ronnie looked like she was formed from mercury as she stood quivering, her body alert, and barked at something hidden in the shadow of the ditch. The sound pierced Vicky’s head. She had a vision of Jimmy and his family emerging from their cottage and regaling her with conversation.

“Shut her up before she wakes the neighbors.”

“Bad dog, Ronnie, come away from there this instant.”

Ronnie glanced at Irene, but continued to stand her ground, barking insistently and growling, her sharp white teeth bared. She moved closer to the ditch on stiff legs and barked louder. Despite the unnaturally bright light from the glowing clouds, the ditch was in complete darkness. 

Irene sighed and trudged across the grass towards her dog, each footstep making a squelching sound on the damp ground.

“What’s she got?” Vicky walked to the edge of the grass but was unwilling to get her feet wet by stepping onto the overgrown green.

“Something has died in the ditch. It reeks, but it’s too dark to see.”

“Just grab her and carry her inside before she wakes the dead. I’m freezing.”

As Irene leaned forward to pick up her dog, something heavy moved in the ditch, rustling the weeds that grew along its lip, and a gurgling moan issued from the darkness. Both dog and owner jumped with fright, and Ronnie fell silent with a whine.

“What is it?”

Vicky felt paralyzed as she watched Irene freeze in a half crouch, one hand resting on Ronnie’s back. The leaves rustled again, and a horrible stench of decay and excrement wafted towards her. Goosebumps erupted across her flesh as she stared, unable to look away, waiting for a super intelligent crocodile to rise out of the ditch and attack her sister. With a high-pitched whine, Ronnie turned tail and ran back to the house, brushing past Vicky before she could get a hold of her collar. Seconds later, the peace of the still night was shattered by an eerie roaring, undulating over the hills. Both sisters jumped at the sound.

The roar grew in intensity, emanating from across the fields, where the clouds glowed brightest. The sound, distorted by the mountains, echoed and reverberated before it faded away.

“What was that?”

“I don’t know.” Vicky felt well and truly spooked. It wasn’t a fun feeling.

‘It sounded like people cheering at a football match.” 

Vicky ran her fingers through her hair and pushed it behind her ears. “A football match at midnight? I don’t think so.”

“A party then?”

“It was probably just cows.” Vicky didn’t even convince herself with that one.

The unmistakable cry of people, hundreds of them, cheering with one voice once again disturbed the peaceful night. Changed into a melodious cacophony, the voices were clearly human. Hundreds of people shouting triumphantly in the night, maybe only four or five fields away from the cottage.

“That’s not cows.” Irene turned to her sister wide eyed. They shared a glance, read each other’s fright, and ran back into the house. As Irene closed the door, Vicky collapsed against her, giggling.

“What kind of place have we come to?”

The cheering could still be heard through the thick walls of the cottage, rising to a crescendo, before fading away again to nothing, only to repeat every few minutes.

Ronnie pawed at Irene’s leg, her little tail wagging, hoping to be part of the fun. Irene reached down and ruffled the hair on top of her head.

“This is all your fault.” Vicky tickled the dog on her back.

“I’m going to bed, I’ve had enough excitement for one day.” Irene locked and bolted the front door. She called to Ronnie, and the Miniature Schnauzer ran ahead of her up the stairs. “Night, Vicky.”

“Night.” Vicky called from the bottom of the stairs. “Sleep tight. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”

“Bed bugs! There better not be any. I don’t want to be eaten alive, thank you very much.” Irene’s laughter was shut off by her closing her bedroom door. 


      ***Vicky lay awake in her bed. The lights off and curtains drawn, yet a shaft of light, stronger than moonlight, fell through the chink in the curtains right onto her pillow, keeping her awake. When she closed her eyes, it shone brighter on her closed lids, keeping her from sleep. She tried lying on her side, but her mind convinced her that something or someone was at the window peering in, forcing her to turn back towards the curtains in an effort to catch the alien peeping tom in the act.

It had begun to rain again, but the rain appeared to glow as well, as if everything connected with the mysterious shining clouds luminesced.

She sighed. She couldn’t listen to Spotify, or watch YouTube, the two things that usually helped her sleep, and she didn’t want to read any more of her book. Much as she loved horror, she was freaked out enough as it was, and she didn’t need to put any more ideas into her churning brain. She couldn’t even play any of her games, because they worked best when connected to the internet. 

She looked at her phone.

Two fifty-nine.

The roaring had finally stopped, and Vicky found that she missed it. She had got used to its rhythmical rise and fall, and she liked to think that at least some people in this dreary place were having fun. Maybe there was some sort of night spot nearby, where all the young people went at the weekend. They might even have a Halloween ball. She knew Irene hated socializing, but maybe she could convince her to dress up and go out one of the nights. If she couldn’t, she might even dress up and go out on her own.

Full beam headlights flitted across the window as a car passed on the peaceful lane. Vicky held her breath, listening to see if the car would stop at the cottage. She had a horrible vision of a car pulling up beside Irene’s old Clio, and a gang of masked men with guns jumping out and breaking into the house. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to banish the image.

The car slowed, and came to a stop, the engine idling. A door opened and someone got out. Footsteps squelched on the sodden leaves.

“They’re coming for us.” Vicky pulled the covers over her head, hoping to shield herself from the imminent attack.

The car door slammed shut. The engine revved and continued down the lane. The lights swept past her room. It hadn’t driven into her gateway but had stopped at the farmhouse next door.

Vicky sighed. She’d ask Brendan what was going on the next time she saw him. 

Another car drove past. She listened to the sound fade away into the distance. There had hardly been two cars pass the house all evening, where were these people going at this time of night? Or where had they come from? A third car zoomed past, closely followed by a fourth. Determined to pull the answers from Brendan, Vicky curled into a ball and fell asleep.


      ***She woke entangled in her duvet and was momentarily confused about where she was. Slowly, she recognized the brown pattern of squares on the curtains and beige walls. She flipped onto her back and stretched out her arms and legs in a starfish.

Irene knocked on the door and walked into the room without waiting for an answer. Ronnie ran in past her legs and trotted around the room, sniffing at the corners to make sure nothing exciting had happened during the night. Her investigation complete, she ambled over to the bed and stood up on the side to lick Vicky’s face. Spluttering, Vicky pushed the dog away. Neat, muddy paw prints were left on the sheet.

“Get up now or we’ll be late for Mass.”

“What time is it on at?” Vicky pulled the covers over her head. 

“It’s weird, Basard doesn’t have its own church. According to the information binder in the kitchen, the nearest one is in Knockpatrick. It’s about thirty kilometers away, so we will need to leave at twenty-to if we want to make it in time for eleven Mass.”

Vicky stuck her arm out from under the duvet and fumbled for her phone. The air was cold against her bare skin. She didn’t know how Irene could be so chirpy and efficient in the morning. Even though they were twins, Vicky certainly didn’t share Irene’s affinity for the pre-midday hours. 

“It’s already after ten. I’m exhausted, the nightlife of the locals kept me awake for hours. Can’t we go to evening Mass?”

“We’re not in Dublin anymore, so no evening Mass. Now stop talking nonsense and get dressed, sleepy head.” Irene tapped Vicky on the feet, then bounced out of the room, calling for Ronnie to follow. Panting happily, the Miniature Schnauzer ran after her.

“She’s probably gone for a ten-kilometer run already this morning.” Where did Irene get all her energy from? It was infuriating. Sometimes Vicky suspected Irene of having stolen her energy when they were in the womb. “At least I got the looks.” 

Rolling out of bed, she ran into the en-suite. Her reflection in the mirror above the sink shocked her. Her hair was a wild mess, spiky from disturbed sleep, and there were dark shadows under her eyes. She pulled a face, sticking out her tongue and baring her teeth. Maybe Irene had stolen her looks from her too.


      ***Knockpatrick was less than twenty minutes from Boss Cottage, and Irene drove into the school car park opposite the church with plenty of time to spare. The church was on a deserted stretch of road, surrounded by fields, with the school directly opposite it. A small graveyard rested on the hill behind the church, and rowan trees grew out of the cracked tarmac of the car park, as if the technologies of the modern age could not restrain the fertility of nature.

While the school afforded ample parking, and the church also had spaces outside for cars, most of the parishioners chose to abandon their motors on both sides of the narrow road. Irene and Vicky had seen less than a handful of cars on the journey to the church, yet there were at least sixty vehicles parked higgledy-piggledy along the road.

“What are we going to do with Ronnie?” Vicky leaned into the back seat, where Ronnie stood waiting to be let out, and tickled the dog behind her ear. 

“She’ll be fine in the car.” Irene took the keys out of the ignition and opened the door.

“I can stay with her if you want. She might get anxious.” 

Irene frowned at her sister. “She’ll be fine, she’s used to it and she has her bone and her bed. Now, come on.”

“At least crank a window.” Vicky flounced out of the car and slammed the door shut behind her. She stalked off to the church, not waiting for Irene to lock up the car and come after her. She joined the stream of people entering the church. They were all different ages, from middle aged couples to tiny children and a lot of elderly men and woman. Vicky’s eye roved over them, looking for anyone below thirty and especially for any good-looking men. Her curiosity was returned by the parishioners, who looked her over with undisguised interest. Who was this young woman? What was she doing here, whose relation was she? She could practically hear their thoughts. A couple of the older people smiled at her. She grinned back at them.

Irene caught up with her in the slow procession into the church. It was a small grey stone building, most likely built in the late 1920s, and sparsely decorated inside. The walls were painted beige, and a light tan colored carpet covered the floor. The windows were all plain glass, apart from a beautiful stained-glass triptych over the altar, which displayed the annunciation, the purification in the temple, and the crowning of the Virgin Mary. The altar was simple, merely a marble table set on a raised platform with a gold tabernacle on a plinth behind it and a red sanctuary light hanging from the wall. A statue of St. Michael and another of the Sacred Heart flanked the tabernacle on either side. The church was cruciform in shape, with two rows of wooden benches in the nave, and more benches on either side of the altar. Above these seats were balconies, and people were already filing in to take their seats.

Irene blessed herself reverently from the small marble holy water font at the door, took two missalettes from the table and led the way to one of the benches near the top of the church. Vicky followed her, looking around with interest at the people. A little boy sat beside his praying mother, and he watched Vicky as she passed the bench. She pulled a face, and he laughed. Irene glanced back at her with a reproving look.

Irene genuflected and slipped into a bench, Vicky following suit. They had just taken their seats when the bell sounded. The congregation stood up and the priest, followed by two young altar boys, walked out onto the altar. He looked a kindly man, in his forties, with short salt and pepper hair rapidly receding and a face quick to smile. When he spoke, he had a thick Tyrone accent.







OEBPS/images/b6d01ed8-6877-465d-915f-d4418f0ba9a2.png





OEBPS/images/bb7d3e5f-bf1b-42bc-9213-baf32198a0b1.png







