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None live there, but it's always full.

In the small town of Crooked Creek, Newfoundland, Percy Benoit stares out towards that cottage across the lake and at the black water between them. That building calls to him. On stormy nights; in moonlight so strong the lake glows... It calls.

It calls with the voice of a loved one lost. It calls with the echoes of taunts that should long since have been taken by the wind. Percy knows he must reach the cottage, no matter what the legends say, but his imagination could never have prepared him for what he'd find.

International Best-Selling horror icon Paul Carberry brings his substantial talents to the haunted house genre in this suspenseful thriller!

If you enjoy this novel, sign up to my newsletter to receive updates and news. Sign up now and get an exclusive FREE horror eBook from the Engen Team!

Sign-Up for the Engen Horror Society Newsletter by clicking this link!

“A reservoir of darkness, black

As witches’ cauldrons are, when fill’d

With moon-drugs in th’ eclipse distill’d.

Learning to look if foot might pass

Down thro’ that chasm, I saw, beneath,

As far as vision could explore,

The jetty sides as smooth as glass,

Looking as if just varnish’d o’er

With that dark pitch in the Sea of Death

Throws out upon its slimy shore.”

-HP Lovecraft, The Nameless City
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I. Last Day
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Percy Benoit leaned against the concrete wall with his arms pressed against the edge hard enough to leave imprints on his forearm. Allen stood at the edge of the stairs next to him, peering down at Percy, unable to watch, as the bat dangled limply from his hands. If Sheldon got on base, Allen would be next, and Percy would be on deck.

On the scoreboard in right field, the dull yellow lights displayed the tied score in the top of the ninth inning: a runner on second base, two outs, and a full count. It all came down to this. If the Crooked Creek Crocodiles batted in one more run, they’d be off to the Atlantic Championships. All they needed to do was beat St. John’s, something they hadn’t accomplished. Ever.

With his rally cap on, Percy’s best friend since first grade, Damien, urged his teammates to join him, cheering from the end of the bench. He shifted his way to Percy, wedging himself between Allen and the stairs. “You gotta win this for us,” Damien said, breaking the silence that weighed over the dugout. 

Percy shook his head. “James got this.”

“That dude always strikes out,” Damien answered, drawing an indignant scowl from Allen.

“Didn’t you strike out twice this game?” Allen reminded Damien.

“Shut up,” the coach snarled from atop the dugout.

The pitcher stepped off the mound, kicking at the dirt, disguising his frayed nerves, buying himself extra time to think. Annoyed, the batter stepped out of the box and hit the bottom of his cleats with the bat; reddish-brown dirt rained down over the grass. James Dempster placed one foot back into the batter’s box, holding the bat out in front of him, staring down the barrel, and drew a deep breath. With his composure gathered, he got into his stance, his muscles tense with anticipation.

All around him, the tension built, the crowd buzzing with nervous hope as raucous chatter dissolved into a hushed whisper. With his breath held, Percy’s heart raced with anticipation. Unable to handle the pressure, he clenched his eyes shut and waited. The sharp slap of the ball striking leather rang out, followed by the inaudible strikeout call by the umpire. In that instant, a collective gasp deflated the air from the ball field... then the crowd fell silent.

“Take the field,” Coach Bergler said, his words jolted by anxiety. “And play aggressive defense. Our season is riding on this.”

Percy snatched his glove from the empty bench behind him and trotted up the stairs; the spikes on his cleats clattered off the cement. He made his way to right field, making sure he didn’t step on the chalk as he crossed the field. Superstitious nonsense. But he refused to risk it, not in extra innings. He glanced up into the bleachers where his mother was perched in her usual spot. Dead centre behind where Percy played, she waved and blew him a kiss with a warm smile creasing her face.

Embarrassed, Percy’s cheeks flushed, but he returned the smile before turning to face home plate. A tense hum reverberated through the crowd as James Holden took the mound. Beads of sweat trickled down his brow. He removed his ball cap and wiped his forehead with it. Nervous, he struggled to locate the strike zone and walked the first batter in four pitches; the crowd fell silent once more.

“You can do this, James,” Percy called out, encouraging his pitcher. 

James circled the mound, gathering his composure. He drew in a deep breath and stepped back into position. His first pitch thrown was hit sharply into the dirt towards third base. Damien gathered the ball into his glove and threw towards Sheldon on second base. They got the runner out at second, but Damien’s wild throw pulled Sheldon out of position and he didn’t have time to make an accurate throw; the ball sailed high and wide of the first baseman and the runner advanced to second base on the error.

The crowd didn’t know what to do. Some of them clapped, others shouted encouragement, and some of the visiting fans cheered, which forced the home crowd to boo. James gathered the ball, monitoring the runner on second base, trying to hold him there with his glowering gaze. As soon as the first pitch left his hand, he watched it drift towards the battle. It slammed into the opposing player just as he twisted his upper body, trying to protect himself from the impact while still taking the free pass; the ball smashed into flesh with a dull thud.

James cursed into his glove, trying to conceal his frustration from everyone. The coach waved down the ump. “Time out.” 

He walked to the mound, joined by the catcher, and they huddled up with James, keeping their voices to a whisper and hiding their mouths as if someone on the St. John’s team could read lips. With runners on first and second, the coach gave his best speech to bolster his pitcher’s confidence. Before he left, he patted James on the shoulder. “Get him to ground into a double play and the inning is over.” 

The batter from St. John’s stepped into the batter’s box and the umpire called for the game to resume. James inhaled, puffing his chest out. Releasing his breath, he wound up and threw the next pitch into the dirt in front of home plate. The ball bounced off the catcher and skittered in the dirt away from him. The base runners advanced to third and second before the catcher could retrieve the ball.

Damien screamed, his words twisted into a jumble of rage and frustration, blending a series of creative curse words into an impressive string of obscenities. Damien’s mother urged him to calm down from the crowd, but he ignored her, continuing to insult the mothers from St. John’s.

“Watch your tongue, young man,” the third base umpire warned Damien. “Or I’ll toss you from the game.”

Damien drove his cleat into the dirt, kicking a spray of dirt over the chalk line, grumbled to himself but remained calm enough for the umpire to overlook his outburst. The runner on third base laughed at him. “The game isn’t over yet,” Damien snarled. “I’d wipe that smirk off your face if I were you.” 

“Play ball,” the home plate umpire growled.

James threw the next pitch just outside the strike zone. His third pitch painted the corner. And for an agonizing pause, the umpire built the tension before signaling strike. Whatever he grunted behind the plate didn’t sound like a word, instead sounding not much more than a roiling bark.

As James wound up for the next pitch, the batter stepped out of the box before the umpire granted time, and the ball floated over the plate, landing in the catcher’s mitt for a no-doubt strike. The batter argued that he called time; but the umpire held up two fingers on each hand, pantomiming the count. 

Ready for the next pitch, he swung the bat in an uppercut, driving the ball high and deep to left field. Percy settled a few paces behind the ball, waiting for it to drop from its trajectory, realizing the runner on third would tag up and try to make it home. When the ball began its descent, Percy timed the catch, running into the sinking ball just before it sank below his shoulders. With momentum benefiting him, Percy hurled the ball towards home plate as the runner on third base scampered for home.

The crowd raised to their feet as the ball sailed over the third baseman’s head. It landed on the edge of the dirt once, kicking up a splash of reddish soil on its way to the catcher’s glove. The base runner slid headfirst towards home plate as Aaron swiped his glove; the umpire crouched low and close to make the call; a cloud of dust rose into the air. From the outfield, Percy watched as the dust settled. 

Aaron held his glove up triumphantly, showing the umpire the ball saddled in his catcher’s mitt. The runner slapped at home plate, showing where he touched the corner of the plate before Aaron tagged him. Both coaches held their breath, holding the rail running down the stairs to their dugouts. With a flare for the dramatic, the umpire pumped his fist high in the air, calling the base runner out. The crowd exploded as the St. John’s coach dashed towards the umpire to argue the call. 

Percy glanced over his shoulder, finding his mother’s spot empty. He scanned the rambunctious crowd for a sign of her as he trotted back to the dugout. When he reached the stairs, his friends gathered around him, cheering his name and slapping him on the backside.

“You saved my ass,” James said, embracing Percy into a bear hug.

“Game’s not over yet,” the coach interrupted. “We still have work to do.”

The players wandered into the dugout, but couldn’t settle, the excitement palpable in the air. Percy threw his glove and hat on the bench, grabbed a helmet and bat, and started taking practice swings. Despite the positive vibes in the dug out, Percy’s heart raced as Allen made his way to the plate. He studied the pitcher, trying to pick up a sign to help him locate the type of pitch coming next.

Allen flied out to shallow centre field. 

Percy stepped into the batter’s box, the barrel of the bat resting on his shoulder. The pitcher stared him down, trying to intimidate Percy. As the pitcher began his windup, Percy kicked his leg, anticipating a fastball; he coiled his muscles and swung. The ball cracked off the bat as a wave of strong vibrations left a euphoric sensation racing up his forearms. Sailing high into the sky, the ball ascended into the sky, soaring for an eternity. Percy admired the trajectory as the ball drifted over the fence.

The ball landed in the vacant spot where his mother should have been. As he trotted around the bases, the home crowd thundered and his teammates gathered at home plate, waiting for him. He ran into the circle, the players all jumping up and down with excitement. Everyone congratulated Percy, hailing him as the town hero for the foreseeable future. Ecstatic, Percy gave up searching the crowd for his mother and joined the celebration. Settled below the pine clad trees, the sun melted from view, with the remnants of daylight fading as the approaching darkness fell from above. A fragment of blue light remained to battle against the invading twilight. A quarter moon suspended in the sky afforded a faint trace of silvery light to the darkening sky. Barely visible, the big dipper constellation emerged, and the North Star twinkled overhead. 

Intense flood lights set on an automatic timer powered up, casting a yellow hue over the ball field. Percy heard an orchestra of croaking frogs from the pond behind the home plate bleachers. 

Percy remained in the parking lot, watching the cars pull out in a disorganized fashion that could only work in a small town like Crooked Creek. Exhausted from celebrating with his friends, Percy discovered himself alone with his thoughts, which turned back to his mother. His duffel bag stretched out at his feet: bright blue with red trim to match his team’s colours. Stuffed into the duffel, the handle of his bat peeked out on one end of the zipper, too long to fit into his bag. Clutched in his hands, he waited for his cell phone to ring. He stared at the screen, hit dial, and let it ring until the voicemail cut in.

“Damn it,” Percy mumbled to himself.

“Hey, Percy.”

Startled, Percy felt his heart leap into his chest. “You scared me, Coach,” Percy said, short of breath. 

Coach Bergler stood beside his car with his duffel bag slung over his shoulder. His lip turned up into a snickering smile. “Didn’t mean to,” he confessed. “Do you have a ride home?” Bergler removed his ball cap. Somehow, his spiked blond hair held in place without the aid of gel. 

“Yeah, my mom should be here soon,” Percy lied; he did not understand where his mother went. 

Bergler opened the door to his truck, the hinges squealing and groaning. He threw his duffel bag into the passenger seat, then turned back towards Percy. “Are you sure, Percy?” His tone was full of concern. “She left before the end of the game. Is everything okay?”

“She got called into work for a moment.” It was a convincing lie, considering her profession as a nurse. “But she’ll be back any minute now.”

Bergler frowned, illustrating his concern for the young man. “Where’s your dad?”

“My dad died years ago, Mr. Bergler,” Percy responded.

“You know what I meant, Percy,” Bergler said, sighing. “Where’s Ben?”

“Home would be my guess. Or the bar,” Percy added, spitting a wad of phlegm onto the ground.

“You sure you don’t need a ride?” Bergler gripped the door, swaying it back and forth. “I’m your last chance.”

Percy nodded his head. She could have gotten a call to the hospital and could be stuck there all night; it wouldn’t have been the first time that happened, but he found it strange she left saying nothing. He wandered over to the passenger side as the coach slung the bag over the seat and into the back row. “Thanks,” Percy said, hauling himself up into the cab of Bergler’s truck.

“It’s no trouble. I have to drive by your house anyway,” Bergler said as he pulled the door closed. The engine sputtered to life, the choking grumble easing into a low rumble. As the truck rolled forward, gravel and rocks popped beneath the tires, and the hinges screeched as they drove over the potholes that littered the dirt parking lot. “In all my years, I’ve never made it to the Atlantic Championships. Percy, what you accomplished today reaches far beyond the game of baseball. You made Crooked Creek very proud.”

Percy felt his cheeks flush with blood, turning his cheeks a rosy red. “I don’t know about that, Coach.”

“No, I mean it. After those mummer murders last Christmas, this town needed something positive to take the attention away from those horrific tragedies.” Bergler flashed his blinker, turning his truck onto the on ramp.

“Hey, Coach,” Percy said, surprised. “You’re going the wrong way.”

“Did you hear any of the details of those crimes?” Bergler continued as if he had never heard Percy speak up. “What we did to that poor girl and her family, you wouldn’t believe it. Did you know they held back some of those facts from the press?”

“We?” Percy stared at Bergler. 

Bergler accelerated down the highway, leaving his headlights off. The engine roared, and the pedometer swept across the dashboard in. a quick circle. Ignoring Percy’s question, Bergler continued, “That girl June and her grandpa put up one hell of a fight, let me tell you.”

“Stop the truck, Coach.” Percy glanced out the window as the forest flew by in a blur. “I want to get out now, please,” he begged.

“Did you know I spread June’s guts all over the fireplace mantel?” Bergler laughed. He turned his head towards Percy, taking his eyes off the road. “What’s stopping you, kid?”

“You’re going too fast,” Percy snapped.

Bergler reached over, his sausage-sized fingers outstretched. Percy recoiled, his shoulder bumping against the window; the glass splintered against the impact, and a whistle of wind roared into the cab. “You’re free to leave,” he cackled, unfastening Percy’s seatbelt.

“Are you insane?” Percy spat, forcing his body as tight against the passenger door as possible. “Just let me go, please.”

“Nuts?” Bergler slapped his knee and chuckled. “Kid, you do not know. But do you know what’s crazy?”

Percy fumbled with the seatbelt, making sure he wouldn’t get tangled up in it; he needed to be mobile. Scanning the opposite side of the road, praying for another vehicle he could flag down, he found it barren. All the colour had vanquished from the sky by now, with the moon lurking behind storm clouds giving off only a faint trace of yellow light.

“Your mother is crazy, that’s who,” Bergler announced.

“Shut your damn mouth,” Percy growled. “You don’t know my mother.”

Bergler’s grin widened, pressing his lips against his yellow stained teeth. “Everyone in town knows your mother. Intimately,” he added.

“Go to hell.” Percy yanked the handle; the door opened before the wind slammed it shut once more. “Fuck!” Percy hollered in frustration and terror. The truck rumbled down the highway at breakneck speed; with no headlights to guide the way, it would only be a matter of moments before the truck careened into a ditch. “You’re going to get us both killed,” Percy tried to reason with the lunatic.

A set of headlights crested a hill, careening towards them; the shadows along the road narrowing the path of light into a tight cone. Bergler drifted into the oncoming lane, laughing maniacally as Percy reached over, trying to pry his hands from the wheel. Underneath the coach’s sweater, Percy felt wiry muscle pull taut and flex. “What the fuck are you doing?” Percy shrieked; tears tracked down his cheek. “You’re going to get us killed!”

Without warning, Bergler twisted the wheel hard to the left; the truck rose onto two wheels, drifting across the asphalt before hitting the gravel shoulder. The incoming headlights shined into the cab, casting it in a celestial radiance. Percy shrieked, tucking his head between his legs beneath the dashboard, clenching his eyes shut, but he couldn’t shut the light out. Tree branches clattered off the sides of the truck, scratching the panels and battering the windows. The truck heaved up and down, the hinges working overtime as metal bent and groaned against the strain.

“What the hell are you doing?” Percy said, finding his breath.

Silence.

Percy eased his eyes open. Surprised by the brilliant, luminescent light, he rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands. It didn’t take long for his eyes to adjust, his pupils constricting to pinpoints. He turned towards the driver’s seat, finding it empty; a foul smell wafted in from the open door. His abdomen clenched tight, causing him to dry heave.

Bergler stood in the beam of light, only a silhouette against the sharp halogen lights. His shadowy form motioned for Percy to join him before pointing off into the smothering darkness. He tramped through the shrubs and vanished into the abyss.

Percy pushed his door open, jumped out of the cab onto the soft earth; his shoes sunk into the damp soil. The smell hit him hard. His face twisted into a grimace and he pinched his nostrils shut. He stumbled towards the front of the truck over half-buried roots and tangled branches, using the hood to catch himself. Bergler’s footsteps echoed from within the darkness.

“Don’t follow,” a muffled voice warned.

“Shut your damn mouth,” Bergler snarled at the mysterious stranger.

Percy glanced over his shoulder, back towards the highway. Cars whizzed by: the silvery glow from passing vehicles stopped just short of the truck. If he ran, he could make it back to the highway before Bergler could catch him; at least, he thought he could. But something compelled him to follow Bergler into the unknown.

“Please, Percy, you don’t need to see this.”

Percy cupped his hands over his mouth and yelled out for help. His voice was suffocated by the droning buzz of engines as they raced down the highway. Against his better judgment, Percy wandered towards the edge of the truck’s high beams. Above him, tree branches drooped low, forcing him to duck beneath the canopy of fir trees. After stumbling through the thick tapestry, Percy wandered into a clearing. Overhead, the Crooked Feeder Bridge spread across the babbling water: the railing facing Percy bowed outward and split into a mangled gap.

At the centre of the brook, a red Honda Civic, just like his mother’s, lay on its hood with the front end collapsed into a tangle of metal and broken glass. Percy stood still, his mouth hanging wide open; the word, ‘Mom,’ spilled out without a sound. His mind urged him to listen to the strange voice, but his heart refused to listen. His feet trudged forward against his better judgment. Every step brought him closer to the truth. He crouched down low, creeping towards the battered car. Spiderweb cracks made it impossible to see clearly into the interior of the Honda, but it took little convincing to know that anyone in the front seat at the time of the accident wouldn’t survive. 

“Mom,” Percy whispered, desperately trying to convince himself it couldn’t be real. Crimson streaks stained the window, running along the web of cracks on the driver’s side window.

A scuffling racket caught Percy’s attention from behind the car; the sound of heavy breathing and grunting demanded Percy’s attention. Slowly, he rose to his feet, peering over the demolished Civic. Bergler cradled his arms beneath a woman’s armpits, dragging her into the blackness at the edge of the trees. The woman’s face was smashed beyond recognition, a jumble of mangled flesh and gruesome wounds concealing a pair of eyes peeking at Percy behind the mess. Blackened stains ruined the woman’s white dress. His mother’s dress.

“Mom,” a guttural sound escaped Percy’s throat as he gave chase into the darkness.

Bergler vanished into the woods with his mother and Percy pursued, fear a transitory memory. Driven into action, Percy raced into the forest without a second thought. Plunged into darkness, his legs kept pumping. Tree branches tore at the flesh on his face, scraping his cheeks and forearms. His foot tangled in a root, and he smashed face first into the hard packed earth and tumbled onto his backside.

He sprang up, panting; and found himself in his bedroom. Percy’s eyes wandered around the room, taking it all in as his heart slowed. Another nightmare, he told himself, nothing more. He reached into his nightstand drawer and pulled out the prescription bottle, rattling the remaining pills against the clear orange vial. With a practiced motion, he flipped the lid off with his thumb and dry swallowed the medication. His eyes settled on the red digital display. “Shit,” he mumbled as he jumped out of bed and rushed to get his school clothes on.

At least this would be his last day; summer break loomed large at the end of the day. Hopefully the extended break would help him deal with the loss of his mother.
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