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CHAPTER 1

	The Call

	The phone rang at 6:47 AM, dragging Timmy Duggan from a dreamless sleep. He fumbled across the minimalist nightstand of his Ballsbridge apartment, knocking over an empty wine glass before his fingers found the vibrating device.

	"Yeah?" His voice was thick with sleep and last night's Merlot.

	"Is this Timothy Duggan?" A woman's voice, official and careful. Country accent bleeding through the professional tone.

	"It's Timmy. Who's this?"

	"This is Sergeant Claire Murphy from Ballyconnor Garda Station. I'm afraid I have some difficult news, Mr. Duggan." A pause. Timmy sat up, suddenly awake. "It's about your father, Patrick Duggan."

	Timmy's stomach tightened. He hadn't spoken to the old man in, what? Fifteen years? Sixteen? Not since the day he'd left for Trinity College, his father's voice echoing across the farmyard: "You're turning your back on everything! On the land, on your family, on your very blood!"

	"What about him?" Timmy asked, though he already knew. You didn't get calls from the Gardaí at this hour for good news.

	"I'm very sorry to inform you that your father passed away. His body was discovered yesterday evening by a neighbor who became concerned when he hadn't been seen for several days."

	The words should have hit harder. Should have felt like something. Instead, Timmy felt only a hollow sort of acknowledgment, like confirming a fact he'd long suspected. Patrick Duggan, that stubborn bastard, was finally dead.

	"Right," Timmy said. "Right. How did it... I mean, was it...?"

	"The postmortem is still pending, but it appears to have been natural causes. Heart failure, most likely. He was found in the west field. He was seventy-three, Mr. Duggan. I understand you were his only child?"

	"Yeah. My mother died when I was twelve."

	"I'm aware. I'm very sorry for your loss. We'll need you to come down to formally identify the body and sort out the estate matters. When might you be able to"

	"I'll leave today," Timmy heard himself say. "This morning."

	After he hung up, Timmy sat on the edge of his bed, staring at his reflection in the floor-to-ceiling windows. At thirty-four, he barely recognized himself compared to the angry teenager who'd fled Ballyconnor. His hands were soft, unmarked by labor. He wore designer stubble and a sixty-euro haircut. His apartment was all clean lines and exposed brick, filled with craft beer bottles and art he'd bought because it matched the sofa.

	His father would have hated every inch of it.

	

	The memory came unbidden, sharp as broken glass.

	"You think you're better than this?" His father's face was red, veins standing out on his weathered neck. "Better than the land that's fed three generations of Duggans?"

	Timmy, eighteen and certain of everything, shouldered his rucksack. "I think I'm better than spending my life covered in shite, yeah. There's a world out there, Da. I got into Trinity. Marketing degree. I can actually do something with my life."

	"Something with your life?" Patrick's laugh was bitter. "You think pushing papers in some Dublin office is 'something'? This farm, this land, it's who we are. It's in your blood, boy. You can't just walk away from it."

	"Watch me."

	His father had grabbed his arm then, fingers like iron. Timmy could still remember the strength in that grip, the calluses rough against his skin. Patrick's eyes were wild, desperate in a way Timmy had never seen before.

	"You don't understand," his father hissed. "The land... it needs us. We have responsibilities. Obligations. Your grandfather understood. I understand. You need to"

	"I don't need to do anything." Timmy wrenched his arm free. "You're talking like a lunatic. I'm going to Dublin, I'm getting my degree, and I'm never coming back to this backward hole. I'm done with your superstitious farmer bollocks."

	His father had stepped back then, something shifting in his expression. The desperation drained away, replaced by something worse, resignation. Acceptance. And underneath it all, something that looked almost like pity.

	"You'll come back," Patrick said quietly. "You might fight it, might run for years. But you'll come back, Timmy. The land always claims what's owed."

	Those were the last words his father ever spoke to him.

	

	Timmy showered away the memory under scalding water, dressed in dark jeans and a black button-down, the closest thing he had to funeral attire and threw a few days' worth of clothes into a leather weekend bag. He'd be down there three days maximum. Four at the absolute most. Handle the funeral, sign whatever papers needed signing, put the farm on the market, and get back to his life.

	The drive down would take three hours, maybe less if traffic was light. He could be back in Dublin by the weekend.

	His phone buzzed. A text from Mary, his girlfriend of eight months: Where are you? Thought we were doing brunch?

	Timmy typed back: Family emergency. Father died. Heading to the country for a few days. Sorry. Will call later.

	He didn't wait for a response.

	The apartment suddenly felt claustrophobic, the exposed brick walls pressing in. Timmy grabbed his bag and headed for the door, pausing only to look back at his carefully curated life. Everything in its place. Everything controlled. Everything the exact opposite of the chaos and dirt of the farm.

	In the building's underground car park, his BMW sat gleaming under the fluorescent lights. He threw his bag in the passenger seat and started the engine, the purr of German engineering a stark contrast to the rattle of his father's ancient Massey Ferguson tractor.

	As he pulled out onto the street, early morning Dublin was just waking up. Coffee shops opening, joggers along the canal, the city he'd chosen over the farm. The city that had welcomed him, polished him, made him into someone new.

	Someone his father wouldn't even recognize.

	The thought should have brought satisfaction. Instead, it sat in his stomach like a stone as he navigated toward the M7, toward the countryside, toward the farm he'd sworn never to see again.

	Toward the land that his father claimed would always take what it was owed.

	Timmy turned up the radio, drowning out the voice in his head that whispered his father's final words, and pointed his car south toward Ballyconnor.

	Toward home.

	

	 


CHAPTER 2

	The Homecoming

	The M7 gave way to the M8, which eventually surrendered to narrower roads that twisted through increasingly sparse countryside. Timmy watched his phone signal fluctuate from full bars to three, then two, then the dreaded single bar that meant he was truly leaving civilization behind.

	The last time he'd made this journey, he'd been in the passenger seat of his father's truck, heading back from the Nenagh mart. He'd been fifteen, sullen and resentful, already planning his escape. Now, at thirty-four, he was making the return trip in a car that cost more than three years of farm income.

	The irony wasn't lost on him.

	Around Thurles, the landscape began to shift into something familiar yet foreign. Rolling green hills dotted with sheep, stone walls marking boundaries older than the Republic itself, farmhouses set back from the road like cautious animals. This was land that had been worked for centuries, carved up and cultivated and bled over by generations who believed the soil was more than just dirt.

	His father had been one of them.

	Timmy's hands tightened on the steering wheel.

	The satnav tried to direct him onto the main route through Ballyconnor village, but Timmy ignored it, taking the back roads instead. He wasn't ready to drive down the main street, wasn't prepared for the inevitable stares and whispers. That's young Timmy Duggan. Hasn't been home in fifteen years. Heard his father died alone. Shame, that.

	The back route took him past McGrath's land, then the old Brennan place now just a ruin, the family having emigrated to Boston decades ago. Then past the curve where Johnny Feeney had wrapped his car around an oak tree after the pub one night, the white cross still marking the spot.

	Nothing changed here. Nothing ever changed.

	Except people died, and the land remained.

	The entrance to the Duggan farm appeared suddenly, almost catching him off guard. The gate hung crooked on its hinges, the paint peeled and faded. The wooden sign that once read "Duggan Farm Est. 1923" was so weathered the words were barely visible, just ghost letters etched into rotting wood.

	Timmy pulled through the gate, his BMW rocking on the rutted lane. The avenue, calling it a driveway would have been generous, stretched for a quarter mile, lined with overgrown hedgerows that scraped against his car's paint job. He winced at each scraping sound but kept driving.

	Then the farmhouse came into view, and Timmy's foot eased off the accelerator.

	Christ.

	He'd expected neglect. His father had been seventy-three, alone, probably letting things slide. But this... this was something else entirely.

	The two-story farmhouse looked like it was actively rotting. The white paint had peeled away in great sheets, exposing grey wood beneath that was dark with damp. Several windows were cracked, one boarded up entirely. The guttering hung loose on one side, creating a curtain of rust stains down the wall. Weeds grew up through the gravel of the yard, and what had once been his mother's flower beds were now tangles of brambles and nettles.

	But it was the smell that hit him when he opened the car door.

	Timmy gagged, covering his nose and mouth with his hand. It was the smell of rot, yes, but not the clean rot of compost or even dead animals. This was something deeper, more pervasive. Like the earth itself had gone bad, turned septic. It seemed to rise from the ground, thick and cloying, coating the back of his throat.

	"Jesus," he muttered, breathing through his mouth.

	He forced himself forward, his expensive leather shoes crunching on gravel and broken glass. The front door was unlocked, of course it was, who would bother locking their door out here? and it swung inward with a prolonged creak that would have been comical in any other context.

	The interior was worse.

	Timmy stood in the doorway of what had once been a tidy, if shabby, family home. His mother had kept it clean, warm, welcoming despite the limited means. After her death, his father had maintained it adequately, at least while Timmy still lived there.

	Now it looked like something from a nightmare.

	The hallway was thick with dust and darker things, mud tracked in and never cleaned, dark stains on the floorboards that could have been anything. The wallpaper, once a cheerful yellow with tiny flowers, hung in strips. The smell was worse inside, that rot-smell mixing with must and something else. Something chemical and wrong.

	Timmy moved through the rooms like a stranger in a museum of his own past. The sitting room where they'd watched the hurling matches, now filled with newspapers stacked to waist height, all dated from months ago. The kitchen where his mother had made brown bread every Sunday, now a chaos of unwashed dishes, empty tins, and black mold creeping up the walls like grasping fingers.

	His father's Wellington boots sat by the back door, caked in dried mud. A jacket hung on its peg. A mug on the counter, half-full of tea with a skin of mold floating on top.

	Signs of a life interrupted.

	Timmy climbed the stairs, each step groaning under his weight. The banister was sticky with something he didn't want to identify. He pushed open the door to his old bedroom and found it exactly as he'd left it, the only room seemingly untouched. His Leaving Cert timetable still pinned to the wall. A poster of Oasis, edges curling. His single bed with its faded blue duvet.

	A shrine to the son who'd left.

	His father's room was at the end of the hall. Timmy hesitated at the door, his hand on the tarnished brass knob. Through the warped wood, he could smell it, that rot-smell, stronger here than anywhere else.

	He turned the knob and pushed.

	The master bedroom was chaos. Clothes everywhere, the bed unmade, sheets grey with dirt and sweat. But it was the floor that caught his attention. Deep gouges in the floorboards, running parallel like claw marks. They started at the bed and went to the window, then back again, crisscrossing the room in frantic patterns.

	On the nightstand sat a leather journal, newer than anything else in the room. Timmy picked it up, the leather soft and well-worn, clearly handled frequently. His father's name was embossed on the cover in faded gold: Patrick Duggan.

	He opened it to the first page. His father's handwriting, always neat despite the rough hands that formed it:

	January 1st, 2024

	Another year. Getting harder. My hands shake now when I dig. Took me three hours to finish the autumn offering. Don't know how much longer I can manage. Timmy won't come home. I've accepted that. But someone will have to continue. Someone always does.

	The land remembers.

	Timmy flipped through pages filled with similar entries. Rambling thoughts about the farm, about offerings, about the land remembering and demanding and needing. His father's descent into delusion documented in neat blue ink.

	The final entry was dated three days before the sergeant's call:

	Can't do it anymore. Too old. Too tired. They're getting restless. I can feel them moving beneath the fields at night. Hungry. Always so hungry. Maybe if I...

	The sentence ended there, unfinished.

	A sound from outside made Timmy's head snap up. A low, drawn-out lowing that could have been cattle but sounded wrong. Too deep. Too mournful.

	He moved to the window, pushing aside a curtain that left a film of dust on his hands. The view looked out over the farmyard and beyond it, the fields stretching toward the western boundary. The land rolled gently down toward the bog, broken only by the old stone walls and the dark shapes of cattle scattered across the pasture.

	Except the cattle weren't moving.

	Timmy squinted. From this distance, in the late afternoon light, the animals looked like statues. Perfectly still. All of them facing the same direction, toward the west field, toward the setting sun.

	Toward the section of land where, according to the sergeant, his father's body had been found.

	A chill ran down Timmy's spine despite the stale warmth of the room.

	He looked down at the journal in his hands, then back out at the motionless cattle. The smell seemed to intensify, rising up through the floorboards, seeping through the walls. The smell of something ancient and rotten, something that had been waiting beneath the earth for a very long time.

	The land always claims what's owed.

	His father's words echoed in his memory, and for the first time since receiving the phone call that morning, Timmy felt something other than numb acknowledgment.

	He felt afraid.

	Outside, as if in response to his fear, the cattle began to low in unison. The sound rose and fell, a chorus of bovine voices that sounded less like animals and more like something trying to form words.

	Timmy backed away from the window, the journal clutched to his chest, and for just a moment, just a breath he could swear he heard his father's voice carried on the wind from the west field.

	Calling him home.

	

	 


CHAPTER 3

	The Wake

	The funeral was a sparse affair. Twenty-three people at St. Brendan's, most of them old enough to remember when the Duggan farm had been prosperous, when Patrick had been a younger man with a wife and a son and hope for the future. Father Moran, himself pushing eighty, delivered a homily that was more routine than heartfelt, speaking of the Lord's mercy and the comfort of eternal rest.

	Timmy sat in the front pew alone.

	No one had approached him before the service. A few nods, a handful of sympathetic glances, but mostly just silence and distance. He was the son who'd left, who'd abandoned his father to die alone. That he'd been estranged for fifteen years was irrelevant. Blood was blood, and in places like Ballyconnor, you didn't turn your back on blood.

	The coffin was closed. The sergeant had gently suggested it would be for the best, three days in the fields, even in October, had taken their toll. Timmy had agreed readily, grateful he wouldn't have to see what remained of the man who'd raised him.

	At the cemetery, the gravediggers had already prepared the plot next to his mother's grave. The headstone was simple: Maeve Duggan, Beloved Wife and Mother, 1965-2006. Soon there would be another beside it.

	As Father Moran blessed the coffin and holy water splashed on the dark wood, Timmy caught movement in his peripheral vision. An old man, ancient really, standing at the edge of the cemetery beneath a yew tree. He wore a flat cap and a weathered wax jacket, his face so lined it looked like cracked leather. He was staring directly at Timmy, not with sympathy or curiosity, but with something that looked like grim recognition.

	Timmy looked away.

	The coffin was lowered. Earth was scattered. It was done.

	
	The wake was held at Flanagan's pub, the only drinking establishment in Ballyconnor. It was a building as old as the village itself, with low ceilings, dark wood, and the smell of spilled Guinness and turf smoke permanently embedded in every surface.

	Timmy stood at the bar, nursing a whiskey he didn't want, while the sparse gathering settled into their usual positions. The younger ones, younger being relative, as no one under fifty had attended clustered near the door. The older farmers took their customary seats along the wall, caps on knees, pints within reach.

	"Sorry for your troubles." Seamus Flanagan, the publican, refilled Timmy's glass without asking. He was a man of sixty-odd years with a drinker's nose and sympathetic eyes. "Your father was a good man."

	"Thanks," Timmy said, because what else could you say?

	"You'll be heading back to Dublin soon, I'd say?"

	"Once I sort out the estate. A few days."

	Seamus nodded slowly, wiping the bar with a cloth that had seen better days. "Is that so? You'll be selling the place, then?"

	"That's the plan."

	Something shifted in Seamus's expression. Not quite concern, not quite warning. "Hmm," was all he said, moving down the bar to pull pints for a pair of old men who'd just shuffled in.

	Timmy turned, surveying the room. The conversations were muted, punctuated by long silences. This was a farming community; they were comfortable with quiet. But there was something else in the air, something beyond the usual solemnity of a wake. Every so often, someone would glance in his direction, then quickly away. Whispered conversations would die when he shifted position.

	They were talking about him. Or more accurately, they were talking about the farm.

	"Timmy Duggan."

	The voice was old and dry as autumn leaves. Timmy turned to find the man from the cemetery now standing beside him. Up close, he looked even older, ninety if he was a day, possibly more. His eyes were rheumy but sharp, missing nothing.

	"Tom Cassidy," the old man introduced himself, though he didn't offer his hand. "I knew your grandfather. Knew your father his whole life. Knew you when you were a lad."

	"I don't remember you," Timmy said.

	"Wouldn't expect you to. You were too busy planning your escape." There was no malice in the words, just a statement of fact. Tom gestured to Seamus for a whiskey of his own. "Your father talked about you sometimes. Always hoped you'd come back."

	"Well, I'm here now."

	"Aye. You are." Tom received his whiskey and took a slow sip, savoring it. "Question is, will you stay?"

	"I'm selling the farm."

	The conversations in the pub died. Every head turned toward them, though most pretended they weren't listening.

	Tom's expression didn't change. "Is that right?"

	"I'm not a farmer. Never was. The land means nothing to me."

	"Doesn't matter what it means to you," Tom said quietly. "Only matters what you mean to it."

	Timmy felt his jaw tighten. "That's the same mystical nonsense my father used to spout. It's just dirt, old man. Dirt and grass and rocks. I'll sell it to whoever wants it, take the money, and go back to my life."

	Tom set down his glass with deliberate care. When he spoke again, his voice carried through the pub, meant for everyone to hear.

	"Your great-grandfather, Seamus Duggan, bought that land in 1923. Sixty acres of rough pasture on the edge of the bog, cheap because no one else would touch it. Know why?"

	Timmy said nothing.

	"During the Famine, that land was part of the old Kilbride estate. Lord Kilbride, English bastard that he was, kept exporting grain while his tenants starved. When they couldn't pay rent, he evicted them. Hundreds of families. But eviction wasn't enough for Kilbride. He had them dragged to the western fields, your western fields and left them there. No coffins. No markers. Just mass graves filled with the starving and the already dead, thrown in together."

	A woman near the fireplace, Mrs. O'Connor, Timmy remembered, blessed herself quietly.

	Tom continued, his voice taking on the cadence of a story told many times before. "When Seamus plowed those fields for the first time, the bones came up. So many bones. Skulls with teeth marks where the dying had gnawed on anything, including themselves. Skeletons curled together, families holding each other in death. The priest at the time, Father Dwyer, wanted to consecrate the ground properly, give them Christian burial. But Seamus was a hard man. He said what was done was done, and he needed that land for grazing."

	Tom's eyes locked onto Timmy's. "That night, Seamus's cattle started dying. One by one, they'd drop dead in the fields for no reason. Healthy one moment, dead the next. Then the land itself seemed to go sour. Nothing would grow right. The grass came up thin and bitter. The soil had a smell to it."

	"Like rot," someone muttered from across the room.

	"Like rot," Tom agreed. "Seamus was ruined within the year. Ready to give it all up. But then something changed. He started... tending to the land differently. Following certain practices. Making certain offerings."

	"What kind of offerings?" Timmy heard himself ask.

	Tom took another sip of whiskey. "The kind that kept the land satisfied. The kind that kept the dead from getting too restless. Your grandfather passed the knowledge to your father, as his father had passed it to him. Each generation of Duggans learned what was needed to keep that land from turning on them completely."

	"This is insane," Timmy said, but his voice lacked conviction. "You're talking about human sacrifice or something."

	"Not human," Tom said. "Livestock, mostly. Done proper, done respectful. An acknowledgment that the land had been wronged, and those buried in it deserved... recognition. Appeasement, if you will."

	Michael Brennan, a thick-set farmer in his sixties, spoke up from his seat by the window. "My father tried to buy that land in '78. Your grandfather wouldn't sell. Said it had to stay with family. Said only someone with Duggan blood could manage it proper."

	"Because you've all lost your minds," Timmy said, louder now. "This is the twenty-first century. You're talking about cursed land and angry ghosts and blood sacrifices. It's absurd."

	"Is it?" Old Mary Feeney's voice came from the corner. She was ancient, older even than Tom, wrapped in shawls despite the warmth of the pub. "Tell me then, Timmy Duggan, why hasn't anyone been able to farm the land next to yours? The Brennan place, the old Kilbride fields. All of it went to ruin decades ago. The land around your farm is poisoned, but your father's fields stayed green. Strange, that."

	"Coincidence," Timmy said, but he was thinking of the smell. The rot-smell that seemed to rise from the earth itself.

	"Your father knew," Tom said. "He tended that land for fifty years. Kept it satisfied. But these last few months..." He shook his head. "We could tell something was wrong. He was getting old, getting weak. The land could sense it."

	"My father died of heart failure."

	"Your father died in the west field," Tom corrected. "Face down in the soil, his hands buried deep like he was trying to dig with his bare fingers. The Gardaí didn't mention that part, did they? How his fingernails were torn off? How there was dirt packed into his mouth and throat?"

	Timmy's whiskey glass slipped from his hand, shattering on the floor. The sound was deafening in the sudden silence.

	"That's enough, Tom," Seamus said from behind the bar, but there was no real force behind it.

	Tom stood, draining the last of his whiskey. He fixed Timmy with a stare that seemed to see straight through him. "Your grandfather knew. Your father learned. Now it's your turn. You can sell that land if you want, boy. But ask yourself, who'd be fool enough to buy it? And what happens when you try to leave, and the land decides it's not done with the Duggans yet?"

	He turned and walked toward the door, his footsteps heavy in the quiet. At the threshold, he paused.

	"Your father's last words, according to young Murphy who found him, did the sergeant tell you what they were?"

	Timmy shook his head mutely.

	"He said, 'I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I can't feed them anymore.'" Tom's expression was unreadable. "Think on that, when you're trying to sleep in that house tonight. Think on what it was your father couldn't feed anymore, and whether they're still hungry."

	The old man left. Gradually, one by one, the others followed. Within twenty minutes, the pub had emptied, leaving Timmy

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




