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Chapter 1
"Do stay, Dodgson," said Carnacki as I rose to leave. "I'm expecting a client, and I welcome your input on the story she's to relate."
"Very well," I replied, resuming my seat. "Whom are you expecting?"
"A Mrs. Broughton—Norah Broughton—of Thurnley Abbey, in Essex," he replied, glancing at the clock on the mantel. "I expect her momentarily."
"Thurnley Abbey," I said, "I've not heard of it."
"Nor had I," said Carnacki, "but I understand it's situated not far from the little village of Thurnley, smack in the middle of the county."
"Lovely area," I responded. "Any idea what she wants to speak with you about?"
"None," was his reply. "Father Norris, whom you may recall from that matter with the stained glass in Suffolk, provided her a reference."
"Ah," I said, "I don't believe you've related that particular matter yet, old man." There was a knock at the door.
"There she is now," he said, rising from his chair.
A moment later he returned with Mrs. Broughton, introduced the two of us, and asked that she make herself comfortable.
"Anything to drink, Mrs. Broughton—tea, perhaps?" he asked.
"No thank you, Mr. Carnacki. To be quite frank, I would like to get straight to the reason for my visit," she said, adding, "I am eager to return to my husband, who is only just recovering from an… illness. But first, I must ask: Father Norris advised that I speak with you, asserting that you have expertise in cases of strange phenomena. Is this true? And do you have the knowledge and means at your disposal to do away with these phenomena?"
"Mrs. Broughton, I have dealt with numerous cases of, as you say, strange phenomena—some trivial, and some of a more significant nature—and I can tell you that instances of these Outside phenomena are real, although not always what they initially appear to be, and I do have the knowledge and means to understand their nature and, if necessary, put them down. You can be assured that I will do the same for you. Now, how is it that I can be of assistance?"
With a sigh of relief, the young woman began her story.
"I believe there is such a thing—of the Outside—at Thurnley Abbey. It is a thing of such fear that, for now, we've left the place with no intention of returning until the matter is dealt with, if it can be dealt with. And that is why I've contacted you. That the abbey was reputed to be haunted, we knew before moving in, but we paid little heed to the legend of a ghostly nun roving the corridors. It seemed no more than an enduring local legend and, at the time, part of the place's charm. But both John and I have experienced something… we've seen something."
Carnacki rose from his chair to freshen his drink, pouring a snifter of brandy for Mrs. Broughton.
"Thank you," she said. "It all began a month after we'd moved in. On some nights, we'd hear a light step moving past the doors to our rooms. We thought, perhaps, it had been Chapman—our butler—or one of the other servants, but their rooms are quite distant from ours and in another wing of the house. Moreover, Chapman always reported that neither he nor anyone else had been up in the night, so far as he knew."
"John vowed to determine the nature of the disturbance. One night, he woke me, putting a finger to his lips that I should remain silent. Just outside the door, I could hear it: a light, slow step moving past. John tiptoed to the door and opened it as quietly as he could, poking his head out to look down the hallway. He gasped, and then slowly backed away from the open door, standing by my bed without saying a word, his face frozen in fear. The hallway was silent."
"'What was it John? What did you see?' I asked, disturbed by his silence."
"'Surely a servant, nothing more,' he answered. He then came to my side and took my hand. 'Nothing to worry about,' he said, although the look on his face suggested otherwise. He returned to his room through the connecting door."
"The next few nights were uneventful, but John stated that he was feeling out of sorts. He would sleep late into the morning, and wasn't eating. It told on his appearance, but when I expressed my concern he insisted it wasn't anything serious. When I asked him if he'd spoken to the servants again regarding the disturbances at night, he claimed he had. However, when I spoke to Chapman of the matter, he said they hadn't spoken of it since the first instance the previous week."
"A few days later, I saw it. I awoke in the middle of the night, hearing the steps outside my door. I was out of bed in an instant—this time I was determined to see who or what was causing the disturbance. A moment later, John entered my room through the connecting door, whispering, 'Norah, don't,' with such urgency that I froze, but only for a moment. So resolved was I to see this through that I continued to my door and opened it. How I wish I hadn't."
Mrs. Broughton paused and took a sip of brandy.
"In the near dark, I saw a figure. It was mere feet away, and walked slowly toward the end of the hallway. It was emaciated, and seemed to be wrapped from head to toe in dirty, tattered cloth—like a veil or shroud. I could neither move nor breathe, and could only watch as the thing continued down the hallway, eventually turning a corner down the stair. I collapsed to the floor and John was immediately at my side. He carried me to my bed, then closed the door to the hallway."
"'What was it, John?' I whispered."
"'Only a trick,' he said. 'Just one of the servants, in the darkness.'"
"I knew that wasn't true, and when I told him as much, he said nothing. We didn't leave my bedroom until the morning light, and what little sleep I had was filled with nightmares. I don't believe John slept at all, and in the days that followed his health worsened and I remained dreadfully worried for him."
"Of the latest incident, I'm hesitant to speak. It has become a source of great shame for both John and me. It was little more than a week ago that we sought the aid of a friend of his—I won't mention his name—but he was always such a stout fellow, John felt he would get to the bottom of whatever was going on. He and John had spoken of Thurnley Abbey, so he knew of its reputation." Mrs. Broughton paused. "But, Mr. Carnacki, when we invited him to stay, we told him nothing of what we'd recently experienced."
"Why on Earth not?" asked Carnacki.
"Our intentions weren't malicious," she replied. "At the time, we didn't want to prejudice our friend any more than he already had been. Also, I think we—both John and I—wanted someone else to experience the thing to confirm we hadn't gone mad. We know, now, this was an unwise course. We didn't part on good terms, and I think it unlikely we will ever see him again."
"That's unfortunate," said Carnacki. "But I've learned that these phenomena can lead people to uncharacteristic and irrational acts. But tell me what happened."
"He arrived the day of a party we'd been planning for some time. While neither John nor I were in the best of spirits, we felt it had to go on with so many in attendance. We put the best face on it we could, and it actually went quite well. John still wasn't feeling himself, but with so many so many friends and acquaintances there, I think both our spirits began to rise a little."
"It was after the party, and nearly midnight, when John took our friend to his room, quite close to our own. I had gone to bed some time before. It must have been an hour or two later that we were both awakened by a disturbance in his room—there was a crash and a voice raised in anger. A heavy footfall in the hallway followed, and John's door was opened with great force. I listened as our friend vented his anger on John. I was out of bed and in John's room in an instant. Our friend thought we'd played some terrible joke at his expense."
"His hand was covered in blood, and he threw something to the ground which landed beside John's bed. It was piece of bone—from a skull judging by its size and shape. This upset John terribly and he leapt from the bed, picking up the fragment. He stood there for a moment, as if listening, then collapsed."
"Then I heard it—the shuffling of that thing down the hall. John returned to his bed and turned out the light just as the sound of the feet came to the door, and into the room with the three of us. I couldn't look, Mr. Carnacki, but I know our friend saw the thing. For a moment there was no sound, but I could feel it in there with us. Then the shuffling sound resumed as it disappeared into the hallway. We didn't leave John's room until morning. Our friend departed shortly after. A few days later we left ourselves, living, for now, with John's parents in London."
"A wise course," said Carnacki. "Do you know anything of the abbey's history?"
"Very little, I'm afraid," replied Mrs. Broughton. "Before John inherited the place, it had stood vacant for some time—nearly half a century, from what I gather. For some years after taking possession, he paid it little mind. It wasn't until we were to be married that John put thought and effort into making it habitable again. He spared no expense, and the work went on for several months."
"Did the workmen experience anything?" asked Carnacki.
"No, but being local to the area they were all aware of the rumors, and refused to work after dark, even after electric lights had been installed."
"Had your husband's relations been living there previously?" asked Carnacki.
"No, they'd been leasing the place out for some time," replied Mrs. Broughton. "The last tenant was a man called Clarke, a horrible old hermit and miser. He used to play tricks on passers-by and trespassers at night to frighten them away."
"Indeed, what sort of tricks?" asked Carnacki.
"He had contrived some way of producing strange, spectral lights, I'm not sure how," she explained. "But he disappeared at some point, and was never seen again. There were rumors of financial difficulties."
Mrs. Broughton paused. "That is really everything I know, Mr. Carnacki, can you help us?"
"I will endeavor to do everything I can for you and your husband," he replied. "I may ask some associates to accompany me," he added, glancing at me.
"Dodgson, would you be willing to come?" he asked.
"Yes, of course," I replied, "I'll help in any way I can. Whom else do you plan on inviting?"
"I believe Bennett's skills would be a great asset."
"Bring whomever you wish, Mr. Carnacki," said Mrs. Broughton. "And consider Thurnley Abbey yours. We've retained a small staff, all of whom live in the newer wing and haven't been affected. They'll be at your disposal. The local Dean will be of some help as well: He knows a great deal about the history of the abbey. I'll let him know of your intention to help us."
"Capital!" said Carnacki. "I hope then, to be in touch sooner than later," he said, as Mrs. Broughton rose from her chair. He escorted her out and returned a moment later.
"Well Dodgson, what do you think?" he asked.
"Interesting, I suppose, but rather conventional."
"On the surface, yes," said Carnacki thoughtfully. "Rumors and sightings of a ghostly nun, not unusual at such places. But, as we've seen in the past, those cases with a conventional veneer often have the most unusual substrate."
"Plan on a fairly early departure, the day after tomorrow I should think," he said. "I must contact Bennett!"
Chapter 2
The morning of two days later found the three of us bound from London to Thurnley Road station. The weather had clouded over—intermittent rain was forecast for the next several days—and the city was shrouded in a dense fog as we left Euston.
As the train rolled along, Carnacki related Mrs. Broughton's entire story to Bennett, whose reaction to its conventional narrative was similar to mine. Nonetheless, she was as excited as I to assist in the case, whatever its nature. With Jessica visiting her sister in Norfolk for the next week, I'd been left to my own devices and was happy to get out of London for a few days.
We arrived at Thurnley Road station shortly before noon. Mrs. Broughton had arranged for a hansom to take on us on to Thurnley village some seven miles distant. The promise of the weather forecast had been fulfilled, and as we drove through the village streets the rain began to fall. We arrived at Thurnley Abbey not long after, driving through its gates and marveling at the lovely park surrounding it. We passed rows of beech trees, of a somewhat wild aspect, as the hansom passed through the park, then reached the pasturage on which the abbey was situated. The edifice itself appeared to consist of two wings constructed at different times. We passed by a section that was clearly the older, and likely original, structure. It was of gray stone partially covered in lichen and ivy. The newer section appeared to have been built hundreds of years later, primarily of red brick, with many wide windows, and fronted by a granite portico of impressive design within which was set a large door of dark wood. Behind the whole edifice rose a hill covered in Spanish chestnuts.
As our hansom came to a halt outside the portico, the door opened and a tall man in a dark suit, carrying an umbrella, came out to meet us. The three of us stepped out of the hansom and onto the gravel drive, which had become interspersed with little white rivers from the rain. The man introduced himself as Chapman and escorted us inside. He was out the door the next moment with a small wagon to fetch our luggage.
We found ourselves in a spacious and comfortable hall. A well-tended fire helped quell the dampness, and as we removed our coats Chapman returned with our luggage, placing his umbrella on the stand near the door. At the same time, a maid descended a stairway and took charge of our luggage.
"Efficient," Bennett remarked.
"Thank you, ma'am," said Chapman, joining us by the fire. "We're a small staff, for now, but we endeavor to do our best. If you'll accompany me, I'll show you to your rooms."
We followed Chapman up the stairs and down a long hall of many doors. Some stood open, and I peeked inside as we passed. One was clearly a library, and Carnacki turned to me as we walked by, his eyebrows raised approvingly. A moment later Chapman stopped as the maid—Miss Macinnes—emerged from one of the rooms on the north side of the hall.
"Lady Bennett," said Chapman, "this is your room. Mr. Dodgson, your room is next door, and Mr. Carnacki you'll be in the very next room down."
"I wonder if I could have a room in the old wing, perhaps close to the chambers of Mr. and Mrs. Broughton" said Carnacki.
"Of course, sir" replied Chapman, "the house is yours. Miss Macinnes, please fetch Mr. Carnacki's luggage and follow us."
I watched as Chapman, Carnacki, and the maid proceeded to the end of the hall. Chapman opened an unusually large and stout looking door, and waited as Carnacki and the maid passed through. He closed the door behind them.
Stepping into my room, I proceeded to unpack. The room was impressive: above my head was a newly-painted white ceiling with darkly stained oak beams. The walls had been painted as well. The furnishings and tapestries were clearly original, and in fine condition. The open curtains and wide mullioned window provided an excellent view of the backyard. Steady rain pelted against the window. Outside and just below was a relatively flat space occupied by a pleasant path running through a little garden surrounded by a shrubbery. The path led to a tiny chapel and churchyard. Beyond rose the chestnut-covered hill we'd first glimpsed upon our arrival.
A fire had been lit by the maid, and I was about to sit down, when there was a knock on the door connecting my room to Bennett's. I invited Bennett in.
"I wanted to see if your room was as lovely as mine," she said as the door swung open. "It is indeed. In fact, I believe you have the better view."
"Clearly, no expense has been spared," I said. "I wonder if Carnacki's room in the old wing compares."
A moment later there was another knock, this time the door to the hallway, and Carnacki entered. "Chapman has informed me that a light luncheon has been prepared, if you'd care to join me." He joined Bennett at the window. "Dodgson, I believe your view is better than mine."
◆◆◆
Following lunch, Chapman conducted the three of us on a tour of the abbey. "I had planned, sir, to provide a tour of the grounds as well. But, given the current weather, I recommend we postpone until it's more favorable." Following hours of travel in a damp train car and an even more damp hansom, we readily agreed.
Our tour began in the main hall, and included the original wing of the abbey and the three story wing built during the Jacobean period, where both Bennett's and my room were located. Reaching the door of the old wing, I commented on the oddly stout door separating the sections of the house.
"Yes sir, it is quite imposing," said Chapman as the heavy door creaked open. "Neither this door nor its counterpart upstairs are original. I believe they were installed by a previous tenant, decades ago. My understanding is that he—I can't recall the gentleman's name—largely confined his residency to the 'new' wing, as we call it."
The interior restoration made for a seamless transition between the two wings of the home. The hallways in the old section were a bit wider, and the rooms a bit draftier, but the restoration had indeed been thorough.
"Chapman," said Carnacki, "I wonder if you recall which room a friend of Mr. Broughton's stayed in when he was here a few weeks ago."
"Yes sir, you must be referring to Mr. Colvin," replied Chapman, inadvertently forgetting himself. "The same as yours—it's one of the best rooms in this wing."
Chapman ended our tour in the library and, having confirmed we required nothing else, informed us that dinner would be served at eight.
"Per Mrs. Broughton's instructions, I've invited the Dean. I'm sure you'll enjoy his company," said Chapman, dismissing himself.
While Carnacki and Bennett perused the library, I stepped out to the veranda for a smoke and to read the Times. The rain had not relented, and the late afternoon sky had darkened with the threat of more to come. Carnacki joined me a short time later.
"What do you think, Dodgson?" he asked.
"Lovely place," I replied, "and I'm trying to square it with the story related by Mrs. Broughton."
"I as well," said Carnacki, filling his pipe. "We will see what the evening brings."
◆◆◆
After changing for dinner, the three of us gathered by the fire in the hall. A door chime rang, and Chapman materialized to answer its summons. A moment later he returned with a short, bespectacled man in a long black overcoat. Chapman introduced the Dean to us, and I found myself taking an instant liking to the affable man, who became quite excited when Carnacki told him of the reason for our visit.
The discussion during dinner turned to the history of the abbey, the Dean seeming to possess a considerable store of knowledge regarding it. "Thurnley Abbey—the original building I mean—was actually not an abbey at all, but was used as an infirmary by the inhabitants of the Abbey of Closter, some miles from here. I believe the order was established in the middle of the 14th century. You may want to pay the ruins a visit—do remind me to draw you a map. I'm told there are a number of historical records in the library upstairs, although I've not had a chance to peek at them."
"Of course, the Abbey of Closter was dissolved in the 16th century. Both it and the infirmary fell into disrepair, remaining empty until much later when the estate was granted to the Edmundson family, who renamed it Thurnley Abbey and added to the house at the turn of the 17th century."
"Have you heard the legend of the nun?" asked Bennett.
"Indeed, I have," he replied, "it's well known in the village. It's one of those local legends that goes dormant for a period, then resurfaces as it's discovered by a new generation. It dates back to the 16th century, as far as I can determine, and in fact was one of the reasons why the Edmundson family left the place entirely, leasing it out with varying degrees of success. It seems some tenants had no difficulty whatsoever, and the nun didn't make so much as a single appearance, whilst others were plagued by her presence and quickly left."
"Do you know anything of the previous tenant—Clarke I believe his name was?" I asked.
"Yes, that was the man," the Dean replied. "I think the abbey had stood empty for over a century before he arrived. I didn't know him personally of course, but my predecessor did, and he told me quite enough to make me dislike him. He rarely ventured from his rooms, and only appeared in the church when he wanted information from the then Dean. It seemed he considered himself something of an alchemist, and was asking for information on certain Latin phrases and alchemical symbols. My predecessor would have nothing of such nonsense, finally telling Clarke that he couldn't help him. He apparently disappeared altogether. The rumor was that his creditors had come calling. And the abbey stood empty, once again, until it passed to Mr. Broughton."
"Do you recall any of the phrases or symbols in which he was interested?" asked Carnacki.
"Oh, you know—the philosophers' stone and all that rot," replied the Dean.
Following dinner we ventured upstairs to the library, keen to see if we could find the historical records the Dean had mentioned. The library was extensive, and it was some time before we heard an "aha!" from Carnacki. He'd opened a cabinet below one of the bookshelves and from it extracted a stack of very old-looking books bound in tan leather. A cloud of dust rose as he placed them upon the table, causing the Dean to sneeze.
"Pardon me," he said, "allergies, you know. Well, these volumes appear likely candidates!" Holding a handkerchief to his mouth and nose, he carefully opened the cover of one of the volumes, turning through several of the fragile vellum pages. "Dates, names, notes on staff—in Latin, of course, and it all looks rather dry, but there may indeed be something here to help you with your case."
Chapman entered the library pushing a cart laden with several decanters of various shapes and sizes, as well as a humidor. "I thought perhaps you'd all care for a refreshment while you worked," he said. Moving to the fireplace, he placed another log upon the fire and asked if we'd be needing anything else for the night.
"No, thank you, Chapman" replied Carnacki, and the butler, wishing us all a good night, dismissed himself.
Bennet poured herself a bit of sherry while Carnacki and I helped ourselves to the scotch. Opening the humidor, the Dean extracted a cigar, running it under his nose. He expertly cut one end and proceeded to light it.
"May I inquire, Mr. Carnacki," he said, shrouded in smoke, "how do you plan on approaching this case?"
"Tonight," he replied, paging through one of the books he'd found, "I plan to observe, but little more. Should that not yield results, I will utilize more proactive methods."
It was half past eleven when the Dean departed. As he stepped out into the driving rain, he said, "Should you need me, don't hesitate to call. I must admit, I find this all rather fascinating!" He waved as he ran between the rivulets and puddles to his trap. Soon after, Bennett and I retired to our rooms, leaving Carnacki to himself in the library.
I fell asleep almost immediately, but awoke suddenly in the darkness. My room was utterly silent and the rain had ceased, but there was a noise in Bennett's room next door. I glanced at my watch. It was nearly three. I heard a click, and a strip of light appeared under the door connecting my room and Bennet's. It switched off a moment later, and I listened as a door creaked open and there was a light step in the hallway. I admit, I thought of the nun, and waited for a moment as the footsteps continued. Rising from my bed, I walked across the cold floor barefoot, opening my door slightly to look down the hallway. The light in the hallway was dim, but as I glanced to the left I saw Bennett in a robe descending the stairs. She held a small book in her hand. In a low voice I called out to her, but she didn't seem to notice, and continued down the stairs. I assumed she was simply having difficulty sleeping, and returned to bed.
Chapter 3
Rising early the next morning for a walk and a smoke outside, I found the weather more promising, and watched the broken and ragged clouds—all that remained of the rain from the day before—race across the sky. Bennett joined Carnacki and I somewhat late for breakfast, putting a hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn as she sat down. She had with her the journal I'd seen her carrying the night before.
"Good morning," I said. "Up late writing?"
"I'm not quite sure," she replied.
"What do you mean?" asked Carnacki.
She opened the journal. Scrawled upon the middle of the page were several hastily written words in Latin.
"I believe it translates to, 'they were taken in their sleep and signed the book in blood,' but I didn't write it. This is the entry I made last night before going to bed," she said, pointing to the flowing script on the opposing page.
"You didn't write more while you were downstairs last night?" I asked.
"Downstairs, when?" she replied.
"It must've been around three, I thought perhaps you were having difficulty sleeping."
"I have no recollection of this," she said.
"Do you walk in your sleep?"
"Not usually," she replied, "but this place must already be having an effect on me. The journal hasn't been out of my possession, so I must have made the entry."
"Your hand," said Carnacki, "but perhaps not your will."
"Possibly," said Bennett, "What do you suppose it means?"
"'They were taken in their sleep and signed the book in blood,'" said Carnacki slowly as he read the entry. "Yes, that's how I translate it too. Well, I suppose it could mean a number of things: That some number of people were taken somewhere while they slept. Or, like you, they were subject to somnambulism. The second part of the sentence suggests something more sinister—a ritual perhaps, or a pact. Traditionally, pacts with the devil are signed in blood. That they were taken in their sleep also suggests they—whoever they may be—didn't take part consciously."
"Perhaps we can find something in the documents the Dean showed us last night," I suggested.
"Yes, we should start there," agreed Carnacki.
"Did you experience anything strange last night?" asked Bennett.
"Not a thing," he replied. "I remained awake for some time, and it was half past one when I went to bed. I did get up around four and peeked out of my door into the hallway. The rain had stopped by that time and the house was quiet as could be. I suppose now I should've gone on a broader patrol—I may have run into you—but at the time I didn't see the need."
"It is strange," said Bennett thoughtfully, "I can't recall a thing after going to bed."
"Strange, perhaps, but not altogether surprising. You are the only sensitive—psychic sensitive, I should say—among us, after all."
◆◆◆
By late morning, the sun was shining and we stood outside the portico as Chapman pulled a trap along side us. Utilizing a map drawn by the Dean the night before, we visited the ruins of the Abbey of Closter some miles away, finding nothing beyond crumbling walls and a foundation overgrown with trees and nearly impassable with undergrowth. While picturesque, it seemed an unlikely place to hold anything relevant to the case, so we returned to Thurnley Abbey a short time later. Following lunch, we gathered in the library to search through the abbey's historical documents.
"What was the entry in your journal, again?" asked Carnacki.
"'They were taken in their sleep and signed the book in blood,'" she replied.
"That's it," he said, "and whether you made the entry yourself—through automatic writing or a similar phenomenon—or the writing came from some other source entirely is of less interest, for now, than the message itself. I therefore suggest we search for references to sleepwalking, abduction, and even instances of occult activity in the abbey. There's also the nun to consider, although, from what we've learned, sightings of her specter didn't begin until well after the abbey had been dissolved."
A tall stack of books occupied the center of the table where we'd left them the night before. Taking one off the very top, Carnacki selected a comfortable chair and sat down.
The weather turned again as we began our research: The aspect of the garden outside darkened as clouds formed overhead. I stoked the fire and resumed my seat at the table as rain began to pelt against the windows. We'd been at it for well over an hour when I came across something in the volume I'd picked up.
"There are multiple references in this volume to a sleeping sickness," I said.
Carnacki and Bennett looked over my shoulder as I pointed out the entries.
"Many seem to have been affected," said Bennet.
"There's something else, too," said Carnacki, browsing down the list. "All those stricken were brothers and sisters of the infirmary. It doesn't seem the villagers, or anyone else outside this place, were affected."
Carnacki and Bennett sat beside me while I continued to turn the fragile pages of the book. I came upon more entries made around the same time.
"It seems one of the sisters raised concerns about the sickness, claiming it was the work of the devil, and even going so far as to implicate one of the priests—although it seems little was done about it. Then there was a death—an accident it seems—involving one of the brothers in the undercroft," I read slowly as I translated. "There was also a disappearance—one of the sisters. The very sister that had implicated the priest."
"I believe I may have found a relevant entry in my volume," said Carnacki, "although it didn't seem particularly noteworthy when I first saw it." Turning the pages of the volume he'd been reading, Carnacki located the appropriate entry.
"This is a record of the infirmary staff from the same time. It records names, positions, duties, etc. Toward the end of the period of the incidents from your volume, a dismissal is recorded—one of the brothers."
"Does it record the reason?" I asked.
"It's somewhat vague, but suggestive. It says, in effect, that his research and practices were not in accordance with those of the brotherhood," said Carnacki, turning the page. "Nothing else is recorded of the matter, in fact the record skips ahead some time."
"There's something odd about this," said Bennett, "it's as if there's a page missing." Taking a lamp, she carefully lifted a page and examined the inside of the book's binding.
"Great Scott, Bennett!" exclaimed Carnacki. "There's more here than meets the eye." With the lamp shining behind the page, it became obvious that someone had very carefully glued the edges of two pages together. Retrieving a letter opener from the desk, Carnacki began separating them, and in another moment, they lay open before us.
"Why on Earth would someone do such a thing?" I asked.
"To hide something," he replied. "And it appears someone has been conducting research of their own!"
Appearing in the margins of the newly exposed pages were annotations made in relatively modern writing and blue ink. Some of the original entries were circled, or had arrows pointing to them, and an odd symbol had been drawn next to the arrows.
"I'm not familiar with this symbol," I said. It was a circle, a dot in its center, and an arrow-like ornament emerging from it and pointing to the upper right.
"I am," said Carnacki, "it's the alchemical symbol for gold. The entries refer to the research the priest had been conducting in the undercroft regarding the so-called philosopher's stone."
"But who made these annotations?" asked Bennett. "They appear to have been made relatively recently. They certainly don't date back to 16th century."
"No, indeed," said Carnacki. "Perhaps Broughton, although I suspect not," he added as he rang the bell for Chapman.
"The Dean, then," I suggested.
"I don't think so," Carnacki replied. "After all, he's the one who told us of the existence of these books to begin with. He also stated he hadn't had a chance to look at them."
Chapman appeared at the door and asked if we required anything.
"Just a question," replied Carnacki. "As far as you're aware, had either Mr. Or Mrs. Broughton been through these books."
"I shouldn't think so, sir," said Chapman. "They were aware of them, but there had hardly been time to go through them before all the trouble began."
"It must have been Clarke," said Bennett.
"I believe you're right," replied Carnacki. "While these records don't refer directly to gold, they do refer to the philosopher's stone, which is the purported means by which base metals are transmuted to gold. It seems Clarke believed gold was hidden somewhere in the abbey."
"What can you tell us of the undercroft?" Carnacki asked Chapman.
"Undercroft, sir? Well, there is a cellar in the old wing—it's used for storage mainly—but there's no undercroft."
"Perhaps such a place exists under the ruins of the Abbey of Closter," I said.
"Perhaps," replied Carnacki thoughtfully, "but if that's the case I doubt it exists any longer."
After exhausting the abbey's historical documents, we retired to our rooms for a short time to refresh ourselves, reconvening in the hall around eight. The Dean—who was to join us again for dinner—arrived a short time later, and listened eagerly as Carnacki told him of the discoveries we'd made in the library.
"Fascinating, and that explains the inquiries Clarke made to my predecessor," said the Dean. "It seems his interest was motivated more by greed than by intellectual curiosity. I suppose he was forced to leave before he could find out anything more."
During dinner, Carnacki asked the Dean about the Abbey of Closter, and the possible existence of the undercroft.
"There was indeed such an area under it," said the Dean. "But it fell in long ago. It's still possible to see a large, crater-like, area in the middle of the ruin if one is willing to venture into the undergrowth. There was even an archaeological team from Cambridge that performed some excavations, but little of interest was found."
"Most puzzling," said Carnacki. "I suggest we descend to the cellar following dinner."
◆◆◆
It was nearly ten when Chapman opened the door to the old wing and escorted our party down the dark hallway. The weather had worsened: thunder rumbled as lightning threw grotesque shadows against the walls of the hallway. We descended the narrow stairway to the cellar. A corridor opened into a landing where a door, clearly original to the abbey, but still stout, stood closed. Hanging his oil lamp on a hook, Chapman extracted an iron key from his coat and inserted it into the keyhole of the door. There was a loud snick that echoed in the corridor, and it swung open.
"I'm down here from time to time," said Chapman, "although it's not the type of place in which one tends to linger. We store furniture in need of repair here, as well as a few other odds and ends. I'll leave the key with you, Mr. Carnacki." He proceeded back through the corridor and up the stairs.
Taking a few steps inside, we found ourselves at one end of a dank, low-ceilinged chamber. Directly to our left several tools had been mounted to the wall and a large chest was set upon the floor. Several less definite shapes were arrayed along the west wall, and as Carnacki took another step forward the light revealed several pieces of furniture covered in sheets. The room expanded before us to the north, our light revealing several rows of shelves extending into the darkness. Aside from an occasional muted rumble of thunder from above, the place was utterly silent.
Taking my electric torch from my pocket, I shined it about the walls and ceiling. The chamber was of the same construction and stone as the infirmary above, but here time and moisture had done their worst, and some of the stonework had deteriorated badly. The walls and ceiling were patched in many places.
Toward the northern end, the chamber was divided into a series of narrow aisles by wooden shelves that reached from floor to ceiling. Pillars, supporting the stone ceiling, stood at the end of each aisle. Carnacki and Bennett stopped to examine several books stacked upon one of the shelves while the Dean and I proceeded to the aisles closer to the far north wall.
Finding only cobwebs, dampness, and moldering junk, I'd turned to join the others when I heard a gasp from the Dean.
"Heaven help us," he hissed, "who's there?"
My steps, as well as those of Carnacki and Bennett, echoed in the chamber as we converged to join the Dean. We found him just inside the entrance to the aisle at the north end of the chamber. He'd collapsed to the damp floor, his face a mask of shock and fear. Carnacki knelt beside him.
"What is it?" asked Carnacki. "Are you all right?"
"It was she," he whispered, "the nun."
"Let's get him up," I said, "and back to the hall."
"No, I'm all right," said the Dean, recovering somewhat. "She was there," he said pointing to the far end of the aisle, "facing the north wall. And the next instant, she was gone."
Carnacki stepped down the aisle, his lamp illuminating the wall into which a wine rack had been built. It was filled with bottles of different sizes, most covered in layers of dust and cobwebs. A few appeared as if they'd been placed there relatively recently.
"Just where you're standing," said the Dean as Carnacki stopped, "and facing the same way."
"Can you describe her?" asked Carnacki.
"A sad figure," the Dean replied, still slumped upon the floor, "quite small, and dressed in dirty, tattered linen."
"Why here?" I asked.
"I don't know, but there is certainly a reason," replied Carnacki.
While he examined the wine rack, I shined my light about the shelf opposite—like the others it contained several moldy books and odd bits of junk, but nothing of seeming relevance. Carnacki had pulled several bottles from the rack to examine their labels.
"I don't understand," he said, blowing the dust and cobwebs from one of the bottles, "most of these have been here for some time, and don't seem remarkable in any way, beyond their age."
"I think we should get the Dean back upstairs," said Bennett.
"Of course," said Carnacki. After helping the Dean to his feet, we left the cellar. It felt a relief to return to the dry and warmth of the hall As we warmed ourselves by the fire, Chapman appeared.
"Shall I have a room made up for the Dean?" he asked, quickly assessing the Dean's appearance. I looked at my watch, not realizing the lateness of the hour.
"Excellent idea, Chapman," said Carnacki. He turned to the Dean, "How are you feeling?"
"I'm fine, really," he replied. "I'm beginning to wonder what I actually saw."
"Don't doubt your senses," said Bennett. "Although I didn't see her, I felt her presence."
"But what is its—what is her—purpose?" asked the Dean.
"I believe she means to show us something," replied Carnacki. "What it is, I'm not yet sure. Her presence, and all the things we read of today, are surely connected."
"My brain's in a fog," said Bennett.
"Mine as well, I'm off to bed" I said, rising from my chair. Bennett and I escorted the Dean to his room, leaving Carnacki sitting before the fire, deep in thought.
◆◆◆
I awoke to the sound of a gentle rap at my door. I checked my watch—it was half-past three. The knock was repeated, more insistent this time, and the door opened slightly. Carnacki—still in his evening attire—poked his head in.
"Do get up, Dodgson, and get dressed. Quickly now," he whispered.
"What is it?" I asked, clumsily slipping on my trousers and shirt. He motioned at me to follow and opened the door—the Dean had already joined him.
I entered the hallway and gasped—at the far end, in the low light, walked a robed figure. It slowly proceeded away from us and toward the door connecting the old wing of the house. Opening it, the figure entered, and we followed at a distance. We watched as it disappeared around the corner at the far end of the hallway. As quietly as we could, we descended the stairs to the cellar.
The bottom of the staircase was lost in darkness. I heard Carnacki fumbling about for something in his coat, and started as his face was illuminated by his electric torch. Pointing the beam at the far end of the landing, a figure was revealed. It was Bennett! She faced away from us, and had stopped at the door. She opened it mechanically, then stepped inside the cellar, disappearing into the darkness.
We followed, just a few paces behind, and watched as she continued to the northern end of the chamber, stopping near the wine rack where the Dean had seen the nun just a few hours before. She stood there, quite still, and Carnacki approached, gently placing a hand on her shoulder. She slowly turned to face him.
"It is here," she said, in a voice that was not entirely her own. "They were taken here in their sleep," she continued. Turning to face the wine rack, she pushed firmly on one of the bottles. A click echoed loudly in the chamber, and the entire wall—rack and stone—swung slowly outward.
"Amazing," I heard the Dean whisper behind me.
"You have shown us," said Carnacki calmly, "you must release her."
Bennett put a hand to her forehead and stumbled, catching herself before she fell. "I'm all right," she said in her own voice, "just a bit disoriented."
Carnacki pulled the section of wall that had become detached, and it swung open noisily on a mechanism long disused. He shined his light inside, revealing a narrow stone stairway leading down into the darkness.
"I believe we've found what we were looking for," he said.
Chapter 4
We left the cellar and escorted Bennett back to her room. The Dean returned to his room as well while Carnacki and I deliberated in the hallway.
"We should remain awake should Bennett walk in her sleep again," said Carnacki.
We sat before the fire in my room until dawn, when we heard Bennett stirring. Carnacki looked out my window toward the garden. The beeches to the east threw long shadows over it and the little chapel. Stating that he believed Bennett to be safe for the time being, he went downstairs for a smoke on the veranda. Following a change of clothes, I went downstairs as well. Bennett joined us a short time later, regarding us both with concern.
"Neither of you slept, did you?" she asked.
"How are you feeling?" asked Carnacki, avoiding the question.
"I can't say I feel entirely myself," she replied, "but if you mean how I'm feeling after the incident of earlier this morning, I'm fine. And it seems to have been worth the result."
"Are you sure it's wise to leave yourself open to this place?" he asked.
"No, I'm not sure," she admitted, "and I'll be more careful from this point on. But it is why you brought me, after all."
◆◆◆
"I'm at your disposal, Mr. Carnacki," said the Dean over breakfast.
"I appreciate your assistance," he replied. "What about you, Bennett? Are you feeling up to it?"
"Yes," she replied, "I fully intend to see this through."
Shortly after breakfast Chapman, carrying a lamp, led us down the stairs to the cellar. Carnacki brought the case containing his electric pentacle.
"Do be careful, sir," said Chapman, before heading back upstairs. "It's likely noone's been down there for some time, and God only knows what condition it's in."
Carnacki had closed the concealed door before we'd returned upstairs earlier in the morning, and after fumbling about for a few seconds, located the bottle that triggered the door's mechanism. "Ah, there it is!" he said, pushing it in with some force. With a grinding sound, the wall swung outward. "Quite ingenious, one would never know it was there."
"Whom do you suppose built it?" I asked. "And why?"
"I've been puzzling over that as well," he replied. "The construction is clearly not from the same period as the rest of this chamber, and in fact appears considerably more recent. I surmise that this was the work of Clarke. Like the modification to the historical records in the library, it was part of his effort to hide what he believed was something of great value."
"But surely the family would've known of the existence of the undercroft," I said.
"Perhaps not," said the Dean, "after all it had been hundreds of years since they tenanted the abbey. I believe it was simply forgotten."
Carnacki swung the door open, and we shined our lights down the staircase. It was narrow and steep, with well-worn steps covered in moisture and slime. It descended for some time, then opened into an archway.
We descended carefully—the stairs were quite slippery. We stood for a moment in the archway just outside the chamber. The far wall was lost in darkness, but our lights revealed various objects small and large arranged nearby. Along the wall to our left were several large wooden casks, mounted horizontally, some collapsed with age, others appearing fairly solid. To our right was a primitive table, upon which were several clay jars and various implements of wood and metal.
We stepped into the chamber, casting our lights about us and walking carefully to avoid crumbling stone and other debris. In the middle of the far wall was a sort of raised dais or shelf upon which were several smaller casks, clay jars, and other items that had disintegrated with the passage of time. Two stout looking wooden doors were set in the wall on either side of the dais. Our footfalls echoed wetly in the chamber as Carnacki stopped, setting his case upon the floor.
"I'll set up the pentacle here," he whispered, his voice seeming to linger in the tomb-like silence. Taking a piece of chalk, he expertly drew a pentacle sufficiently large for all of us. The Dean watched in fascination as he went about his work.
"On what principle does it function, Mr. Carnacki?" he asked.
"Well, the matter of our prime material plane vibrates at a specific frequency," he explained as he set out the various components in the points and vales of the pentacle. "Matter from other planes vibrates at a different frequency. The pentacle, as I've configured it, will only allow matter of this plane to pass through. That of others can be kept out, or in, depending upon the situation." He laid out the valves and, connecting the wires to the battery, switched it on. They warmed gradually in the cool, damp atmosphere, their blue glow lending a spectral aspect to the area within and around the pentacle.
"The pentacle can serve other functions in addition to providing protection," he continued. "I'll perform a ritual that will enable the entity with which we're dealing to manifest more strongly, possibly even enabling it to communicate."
We stepped into the pentacle and Carnacki, standing with eyes closed in the middle, began the ritual. At first, he merely whispered the strange, arcane words. But as he continued, his voice grew in volume and power, and the blue glow from the pentacle increased in response. After several minutes, he grew silent, the last syllables of the ritual echoing in the chamber. The Dean, Bennett, and I faced outward, watching in different directions while Carnacki remained still, his eyes open, facing the upper point of the pentacle. Bennett crouched down beside me, placing one hand upon the cold stone floor.
"I can feel her," she whispered, "she's close."
It was deathly silent as we slowly trained our lights around the chamber. There was a sharp intake of breath from the Dean.
"She's there," he hissed, "just next to the dais."
I pointed my light to the southwest corner of the room, and started as the specter of the nun came into view. It stood facing us, completely still, a slight figure in a tattered shroud, yellowed with age. Its head was covered by a hood, but the face was partially visible. Of that, we could see an empty, black eye socket and the grinning visage of a skull. Mixed with horror was a sense of sadness and pity upon seeing the thing. Next to me, Bennett sighed, then spoke in the same voice we'd heard earlier.
"They signed the book in blood. Then, it came," she said.
A moment later there echoed through the chamber a long, piercing cry, as of some creature in great pain. I thought it had come from the specter, but it had vanished. Bennett rose, somewhat unsteadily, to her feet.
"Something's coming," she said, "something different."
The strange cry sounded again—it was closer this time—although its source was not yet apparent. It was followed by a deep, heavy thump—as of something of great weight—beating against the door near where the nun had been standing just moments before.
"Something's at the door," said Carnacki, "stay within the pentacle!"
There was a pause, followed by another heavy thump at the door. It buckled and came off its ancient hinges, crashing to the floor. Then, something emerged from the doorway. Two large, luminous, points of light shone balefully in our direction. It moved from the doorway, becoming visible in the beams of our electric torches. It was the size of a large hound, with a black, iridescent skin that reflected our lights back oddly, as if the thing were not entirely solid. Its shape was essentially batrachian, but swollen to gigantic proportions. For a moment, the thing was still, its poisonous yellow eyes trained upon us. Then, it clumsily moved toward us, dragging a corpulent belly along the floor. The thing's forelegs ended in strangely human-like hands, but with terribly sharp claws that scraped upon the floor as it came near. Lowering itself to the ground, its body tense, it sprang, landing just a few feet from the pentacle.
"Good God," I heard the Dean whisper behind me.
The thing let out another of its horrid cries and sprung upon us. The valves of the pentacle flared and the creature struck an invisible, but solid, barrier. Its body flattened against it grotesquely, and the thing fell backwards, its legs and feet paddling against the empty air. Sloshing back onto its stomach, it moved backward a few feet, preparing to spring again.
I could hear the Dean whispering behind me—I realized he was praying aloud—and the creature leapt once more. As the valves flared and the creature smacked against the barrier, I heard a cry from behind, and turned to watch as the Dean fell backwards, the top half of his body falling outside the pentacle. With a hideous croak, the creature moved to the side and fell upon the Dean, striking savagely with its forepaws.
"We must get him back into the pentacle!" shouted Carnacki, but the monster had put its bulk upon the Dean's chest.
Picking up a substantial stone block from the floor, Carnacki stuck the creature upon the head, causing it to stagger. Looking about desperately and leaving the pentacle, I grabbed a short, wooden pole topped by a rusty blade from the table. I struck at the creature, and it moved off the Dean. I raised my weapon to strike again, but the creature swiped at me with its forepaw, hitting me in the chest and sending me sprawling amongst the casks lining the walls. Carnacki landed another blow upon the creature's head with another stone while Bennett—who'd picked up the weapon I'd dropped—stabbed at the thing's mid-section. Letting out a long cry, the thing slumped to the ground, the lights in its eyes extinguished. We watched in horror as it liquified into a green and black slime that boiled away into the air.
Carnacki helped me to my feet. I was unharmed, but the Dean hadn't stirred.
"I've been a fool—we must get him out of here!" said Carnacki. "Bennett, take my light and lead the way!"
Carnacki disengaged the battery of the pentacle, then locked his arms below the Dean's shoulders. I took his feet, and we carried him as quickly as we could through the archway and up the stairs to the cellar. We reached the concealed door as another cry came from below. Carnacki closed the door as the eyes of another one of the creatures shone at the bottom of the stairs—the thing let out a hideous cry. The door closed with a sharp snick as the thing leapt up the narrow stairway.
"Will it hold?" I asked, and Carnacki looked back at me doubtfully.
There was a great concussion as the creature threw its bulk against the door. The wall moved outward slightly, but held firm. We made our way back up the stairs to the hall, uncertain whether the Dean were living or dead.
Chapter 5
Chapman met us in the hall as we placed the Dean upon a couch near the fire. "If I may, sir, I have a fair knowledge of first aid." He rang the bell for the maid and knelt beside the injured man. She appeared in short order, hands raised to her face in alarm.
"Hot water, soap, a towel, and bandages," he said calmly. "As quickly as you can, Miss Macinnes." The maid was gone only a moment, in which time Chapman was able to assess the Dean's condition.
"Bruises and lacerations, mainly," said Chapman. "Also quite a bump on the head, but I believe he will be fine."
"What were those things, Carnacki?" I asked. "And what have they to do with the nun?"
"I can't say precisely," he replied. "Whatever they are, I must return to the undercroft and put an end to them. I was a fool—the pentacle and the ritual I performed drew the thing to us—I should have been more cautious."
"You couldn't have known," said Bennett. "Up to this point nothing prepared us for what we saw down there. The question now is, how do we 'put an end to them,' as you said."
"A gateway has been opened by someone, for some reason, long ago. I think we can connect it all to the alchemical activities of the priest in the undercroft. It seems he undertook drastic measures in his search for the philosopher's stone!"
"And the nun, what of her?"
"I believe she continues her work in defending the infirmary. It was she who alerted the hierarchy to the activities of the priest. For whatever reason they didn't listen to her until it was too late. I will listen to her now, and follow her into the undercroft, dangerous as it may be."
"I'm going as well," I said. "For you to go alone would be foolhardy!"
"As am I," said Bennet. "I told you I'd see this through."
The Dean stirred on the sofa. His eyes snapped open, and he looked about in a confused manner.
"How are you feeling?" asked Carnacki.
"A bit rough, but I'll recover," he said blearily, attempting to rise to a sitting position.
"Sir, I recommend you remain still and lay down for the time being," said Chapman, placing a hand on his shoulder. "Miss Macinnes will be here for whatever you need."
"I'd like to volunteer my services," he said, turning to Carnacki. "And if you don't mind, may I suggest a visit to Mr. Broughton's gun room?"
"Thank you, Chapman," replied Carnacki, "and yes, we will not go unarmed."
I followed Chapman to the back of the house. In the hallway adjacent to the mud room he unlocked a solid looking door, and we entered a narrow room with shelves lining one side. On the opposite wall were mounted firearms of various types. I took a shotgun for myself, as did Chapman, and we chose compact but formidable looking revolvers for Carnacki and Bennett. In a game bag I packed all the ammunition I could comfortably carry, and we made our way back to the others in the hall.
We descended the stairs to the cellar shortly after noon. Carnacki paused at the concealed door, placed his ear against it, and listened for a moment. Hearing nothing, he located the appropriate wine bottle and activated the door's mechanism. As it opened, Bennett, Chapman, and I stood with our weapons ready. The staircase was empty.
"Can you sense anything?" Carnacki whispered to Bennett.
"Yes," she replied, "although it is not close, and I'm unsure whether it's one of those creatures, or something else."
"What of the other creature we saw?" I asked.
"I think," replied Carnacki, "that these creatures cannot remain on our plane indefinitely, and must return to their own. But I’m not sure of this, so we must remain on guard."
We descended the stairs, our lights cutting a path through the darkness. Passing under the archway and into the chamber beyond, we stopped before Carnacki's pentacle. It now lay in disarray, having been trod upon during our melee with the first creature and by the passage of the second that had pursued us. Of the creature we'd destroyed, not a trace was left. In death its remains returned to whatever plane the thing had come from. After examining the disordered components of the pentacle, Carnacki placed everything back into his case.
"You're not going to set it up?" I asked.
"For now, no," he replied, "I believe the pentacle, once activated, will attract the creatures. Because of this, we won't have its protection, so we must be ready."
We followed Carnacki to the remains of the door through which the first creature had burst. Stepping around the splintered wood, he shined his light through the doorway. A corridor ran on for some distance. We found it to be in even worse condition than the preceding chamber. The ceiling had partially collapsed, leaving the floor strewn with rubble. It continued straight on, with no passages or doorways to either the left or right. Carnacki stopped, and we listened: It was so quiet I could hear my heart beating. At the end of the corridor our lights revealed a partially collapsed wall and a dark hole in the stonework. Rubble and debris lay piled about the floor. Carnacki shined his light into the orifice and around the damaged wall. Kneeling down, he extracted a long object from the rubble—it was a sledgehammer.
"This wall did not collapse from age. And look there," he said, moving his light up the wall. We could trace the outline of an archway that had clearly been bricked up at some point. A foot below the ceiling a keystone was visible. It bore an inscription in Latin.
"'Let none who come after disturb this gateway,'" translated Carnacki. "It appears measures were taken by the inhabitants of the abbey to ensure that whatever lay beyond was sealed inside. But I fear they were dealing with a force beyond their ken."
"This is of relatively modern make," I said, examining the sledgehammer. "Whom do you suppose it belonged to?"
"Clarke, I presume," replied Carnacki. "We know of no one else who'd ventured this far into the undercroft in hundreds of years."
Carefully making our way over the rubble, we climbed through the hole in the archway. Bricks and rubble lay strewn about the floor from the demolished wall, and there was a sharp intake of breath from Chapman as our lights revealed a singular object that lay before us—a corpse. It was oriented toward us, one arm stretching out, the other still clasping a leather case. The remains were mainly skeletal, and from what remained of the clothing we could see that it had been here for several decades. The most remarkable feature was the missing skull, although a ruined hat of a somewhat dated style lay close by. Carnacki knelt down to examine the remains.
"It appears Clarke didn't leave, after all," he said.
"Can you be sure it's him?" I asked.
"No," he replied, "but the clothing appears to be roughly from the middle of the last century. And I can't imagine who else it could be."
"Where's his skull?" asked Bennett.
"I don't know," he replied, "it seems he got more than he bargained for in his search for gold."
Carnacki took the leather case from under the skeletal arm. "He didn't go away completely empty-handed!" he said, and took a strange looking book from the case. It was oddly bound with metallic covers held together with strong wire. The leaves were of very durable vellum. Despite its obvious age, the strange tome was in excellent condition.
"This is ancient, and highly significant," whispered Carnacki.
"To whom did it belong?" asked Bennett. "Not to Clarke, surely."
"No, nor to any of the brethren, for it greatly predates the abbey" he replied, slowly turning the pages, "but it seems one of the priests used it, most unwisely. This is a summoning ritual; I believe the priest resorted to using it in his search for the philosopher's stone. That which was called would've been most dangerous, to be sure!"
Far down the hallway, there was a sort of deep gurgle and a repeated slapping of something against the cold stone floor, followed by a regular scraping. As it grew in volume, a pair of large, luminous eyes became visible. The thing spotted our lights immediately, and letting out a great cry, made directly for us with a ferocity and speed that belied its corpulent body. The thing's black, iridescent skin and talons reflected brightly from our torches. Without hesitation, I fired my shotgun, hitting the thing in one of its great forelegs. It squealed shrilly but continued coming at us. Dropping to one knee, Bennett fired her revolver, hitting the thing in one of its horrible eyes, killing it. Its momentum carried it forward until it slid to a stop just a few feet away. I could hear Chapman at the rear, breathing hard. As I reloaded my shotgun the carcass of the monster liquified and boiled away into the air, leaving no trace.
"My God," said Chapman, "I've never seen anything like it."
We continued down the hallway, passing an open archway to our right. Carnacki briefly paused and shined his light into the chamber, revealing a number of nondescript objects that had fallen apart with age. Turning back to the hallway, Carnacki paused and turned his light off.
"Turn your light off," he whispered.
In the darkness we faintly detected a sickly yellow light coming from a door hanging open upon a single hinge. There was noise as well—that of swiftly running water. Resuming our lights and continuing down the hallway, we reached the open door, beyond which a stairway descended. The sickly glow and noise intensified as we descended.
We emerged into a large octagonal chamber, our attention immediately drawn to a stone well in the middle of the floor and several feet in diameter. From there came the sound of flowing water, but it was no ordinary well, for within it in swirled a cataract of glowing green and yellow ichor of unknown composition and origin.
Motioning for us to stay back, Carnacki moved to the edge of the well. I watched as his eyes visibly widened and he staggered toward it. The three of us leapt into action at once: Bennett grabbed Carnacki's hand while I grabbed him by the shoulders before he could fall into the cataract. He collapsed as we laid our hands upon him.
"Thank you," he said, shaken. "Clearly, that is the gateway. It must be closed!"
With a cry of pain Chapman fell to the ground. One of the creatures had emerged from the well and grabbed him by the leg. The thing moved back, trying to take Chapman with it into the well!
Bennett reacted first, pulling the revolver from her belt and firing three shots in quick succession. The first missed, but two found their mark, hitting the grotesque creature in the mid-section and the foreleg. With a croak, the creature released him and fell back into the swirling cataract.
Chapman crawled forward painfully, picking up the shotgun he'd dropped when the creature attacked. "I'm all right," he said, rising to his feet, "it's only a scratch."
Rousing himself, Carnacki regained his feet.
"We must act quickly," he said, "I can seal the gateway, but you must keep the creatures off me!"
I remained by Carnacki's side, shotgun at the ready, as he set up the electric pentacle. Bennett and Chapman stood on opposite sides of the well a few yards back, giving them a wider perspective from which to monitor both it and Carnacki.
Opening his case, Carnacki withdrew five steel spikes and a hammer. He hammered the spikes at points corresponding to the five points of the pentacle. It wasn't long after he began his hammering that a taloned foreleg appeared at the edge of the well, followed by the head and luminous eyes of one of the monsters. A blast from my shotgun took off its foreleg, and with a squeal the thing disappeared back into the swirling ichor.
Carnacki next withdrew what appeared to be a long strand of piano wire from his case, stringing it from spike to spike to form the shape of the pentacle over the mouth of the well.
Another of the creatures leapt up from the luminous ichor. It would've landed on Carnacki had he not quickly made a feint to the side. Landing upon the stone floor in a great heap, it clumsily turned to attack. A single shot rang from Chapman's shotgun, hitting the thing in the mid-section. It cried out in pain and I kicked it back into the well.
Carnacki had almost finished the pentacle. Connecting the wires to a portable battery, he flipped a switch on the whole affair just as another of the creatures emerged. The valves began to glow as the creature pulled itself over the lip of the well. There was a strangled cry from the thing, and we watched as it was cut in half by the pentacle, its lower half disappearing into the well and its upper liquefying and boiling away to nothingness.
Carnacki lay for a moment next to the pentacle, exhausted, then rose to his feet. We gathered near the entrance of the chamber.
"What's next?" asked Bennett.
"I'm not sure," he replied, "the pentacle is only a temporary measure."
As he spoke, we heard a cry from the well and another of the creatures appeared, beating its forelegs against the barrier. It was joined by another and, heedless of injury, the things battered themselves against the transparent wall.
"As long as the battery has power, we'll be safe," said Carnacki. "But the gateway must be closed, permanently."
More creatures appeared until the mouth of the well was filled with them, croaking and trying to break through the barrier.
"Can you close it?" I asked.
"I can, although it will be dangerous," he said, holding the strangely bound tome found with the remains of Clarke.
"What do you mean to do?" asked Bennett.
"I mean to read the ritual once more," he replied, "but backwards."
Suddenly there was another great cry from the well, but its quality was different—it was deeper, full of menace and anger. The creatures battering the barrier reacted as if in fear, disappearing into the glowing ichor.
"What on Earth was that?!" I exclaimed.
A deep voice boomed from the well. We couldn't understand what was said, but it was like a concentration of power and hate. A great crash followed, and the entire chamber shook. Several stones from the ceiling fell amongst us, and the floor beneath our feet seemed to buckle.
"It's coming," said Bennett, her voice thick with fear, "that which was summoned."
"There's no other option, now," said Carnacki. "The three of you must leave, there's nothing more you can do here!"
He opened the tome to the last page and stood before the pentacle as the voice continued to boom and tremors rocked the chamber. He looked over at us one last time.
"Go!" he ordered.
We helped Chapman up the stairs. As we ascended, the voice of the thing continued to boom and the tremors became more severe. It felt like the entire undercroft was collapsing around us!
Another voice became apparent, and as it grew in volume and power we realized it was Carnacki's, reading the arcane ritual backwards. The walls continued to shake, and we'd reached the chamber where we first set up the pentacle. The voice of Carnacki and that of the thing continued to resonate through the dark halls.
We had reached the stairs leading to the cellar, when a great cry came from deep within the undercroft. In a booming voice, there followed a string of words from that which had been summoned so long ago. I didn't understand all the words, but their meaning was clear. It was like an oath, or perhaps a curse, directed at one subject. And when the final syllables had been spoken, and echoed in the darkness, I knew this was indeed the case, for they formed the name of my friend, Carnacki.
Suddenly, all was still. We stood before the concealed door in the cellar. Bennett dashed down the stairs. I ordered Chapman to stay where he was and followed her into the darkness.
The ruin in the undercroft was significant, stone from the walls and ceiling lay all about the floor and it appeared the entire place could cave in at any time. We continued our descent nonetheless, desperate to ascertain what had become of our friend.
Flying down the stairs to the octagonal chamber, we came upon Carnacki. He lay in the midst of stone and other debris, whether living or dead we didn't know. The well remained, but it now just appeared a normal well, we could even hear the sound of water running in its depths. Skirting around it, we reached Carnacki, he was covered in dust and lay upon his back. Bennett knelt beside him, feeling for a pulse.
"He's alive, thank God!" she said, as Carnacki began to stir.
"Very much alive," he said weakly, and opened his eyes.
"Can you walk?" I asked. "It's not safe here."
"With some help," he replied, rising slowly.
Putting our arms under his shoulders, we carried him out of the dark abyss. In a few minutes we made it back to the cellar where the injured Chapman awaited us, and a short time later the four of us sat in the hall. Miss Macinnes looked at our condition in shock, threw wood upon the fire, and disappeared, returning a few minutes later with towels and hot water.
"Is it done?" I asked.
"It is," replied Carnacki.
The Dean, who'd retired to his room, descended the stairs somewhat stiffly, but was relieved to see us all. We sat together before the fire, covered in dust and dirt. Carnacki looked at each of us, and actually laughed.
"What a sad lot we are!" he said, "This place truly is an infirmary, now."
"What happened after we left?" asked Bennett.
"I should think you heard most of it," replied Carnacki. "You were right Bennett. It was that which was summoned long ago."
"But what was it? And was it destroyed?" asked the Dean.
"I don't know precisely. I didn't see it, although I felt it," he replied. "It may as well be called a demon. As such, it was beyond my power to destroy it, but I did manage to close the gateway—permanently, this time."
"It referred to you by name," I said.
"It did, and I admit that caught me off guard," said Carnacki. "And I daresay it knows more about me than just my name, for I felt the thing inside my head. And I know that I've earned its enmity."
"And the nun?" asked Bennett.
"At rest, finally," he replied.
◆◆◆
We spent some hours sitting by the fire speaking of our experience, departing Thurnley Abbey the next morning. Back in London, Carnacki paid a visit to John and Norah Broughton to whom he related the entire story. They returned to the abbey less than a week later, reporting back to Carnacki soon after that: Both the Dean and Chapman made complete recoveries, and no sign of the nun's specter had been seen.
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