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      When petty criminals Angela and Mike stumble across an abandoned mining facility in a Tennessee forest, they plan to stay for the night.

      The next morning, Angela finds Mike and all their possessions gone.

      And she learns why the mining company closed its doors, and what haunts its halls….

      Eerie and unique, “Left Behind, She Waited” will give you chills and make you think twice about redemption.

      “Left Behind, She Waited” originally appeared in Unexpected Heroines, 2020.
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      Angela’s foot tangled on another creeping vine. She caught herself on a tree, but the bark scraped her hand, adding to the scrapes and dirt already there, already on both hands and her right knee where her faded rust bell-bottom corduroys had torn.

      In front of her, Mike kept up his steady stream of not-quite-under-his-breath curses. Angela wanted to curse at him just to shut him up. She was cursing on the inside; she was sick of listening to him and she didn’t need to add her own to the mix.

      She cursed Mike for choosing a stupid direction to hitchhike in, she cursed him for charging ahead and letting branches slap back at her, and she cursed the driver who had dropped them off at the side of a narrow, twisting road and vaguely pointed and said “The town’s a coupla miles through the woods that way” and booted them out of the car.

      She’d already lifted the guy’s wallet, which made her feel better.

      That didn’t change the fact that they were somewhere deep in the Tennessee woods, with the sun slanting through the thick canopy of leaves. At this pace, they weren’t going to make it to the town by dark, but Angela kept grimly forging on after Mike. He clearly had no idea what else to do, and neither did she.

      She wished they had a gun. Then they could’ve taken the guy’s car, too, and booted him out in the middle of bumfuck nowhere. Or now, if they came upon a house, they could protect themselves in case the residents turned out to be crazy cannibals like in that new movie, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

      That was some freaky-deaky stuff, man.

      She wiped her arm across her forehead, smearing grimy sweat on the sleeve of her peasant blouse. The gauzy fabric stuck to her skin, and she stank of BO. The thick, hot air was hard to suck into her lungs, and felt like slogging through wet blankets.

      She stepped high over the next tangle of vines, wincing at the strain on her ankle, the one she’d twisted earlier because of the damn vines, and froze.

      She wasn’t from this area, but even she knew the distinctive sound meant danger. A hollow buzzing, slow and then fast, like a car revving. “Stop,” she hissed at Mike, who was still blundering and crashing in front of her.

      “What?” He sounded surly, as if he were angry for the interruption.

      “Rattlesnake.” She hated the quaver in her voice, the primal churn of fear in her gut and the all-senses-alert warning to book out of there as fast as possible. She didn’t want to believe she was afraid of anything.

      Her weak ankle wobbled, and sweat trickled down into the small of her back, pooling above the waistband of her cords, and she wanted to throw up. She almost screamed, but caught it in time to come out as a wheeze, when the thick bush to her left shook, purple-black berries quivering, before the snake slithered out from beneath, then into more underbrush, moving away from them.

      She brought her foot down hard, bent over, hands on her knees as she gulped in the soupy air.

      “Hey,” Mike said. “What’s that?”

      Angela straightened, and looked in the direction of his pointing finger.

      The sun was setting in that direction, and enough light filtered through the dense trees to cast shadows and make it hard to see. But her eyes adjusted, and she realized the dark mass wasn’t trees, but more vines, and those vines were climbing up…a wall.

      A really wide, tall wall, with empty, broken windows staring down. A building, abandoned, taken back by the land.

      Mike had already taken off in that direction, leaving her to scramble after him.

      There had been an attempt at barbed wire, once, years ago; pieces were still stuck in tree trunks, but mostly it had been trampled into the earth underfoot. She picked her way over it, through the underbrush, and as she went around a corner, she realized how big the place was. It rose up and up, wacked-out levels sticking every which way, and when she tipped her head back, she saw chimneys.

      Mike had disappeared ahead of her, so she hurried around to the front, where No Trespassing signs were half-lost under graffiti surrounding a wide double doorway that had once held glass doors.

      Above the gaping hole where the glass transom would have been, a carved stone lintel proclaimed this place to be Dempsey’s Mining, Est. 1911.

      “Groovy,” Mike said. “We can crash here.”

      Being out of the elements for the night sounded just fine to Angela. The place looked a little freaky, but maybe there’d be something inside worth stealing, to help fund their cross-country trip.

      She crunched over broken glass as she stepped inside the two-story foyer. In the dim light, she spotted a 1950s sofa, charred and blackened, and the legs of a plastic chair. Ahead was what might have been some sort of wooden front desk, covered in graffiti and splintered as if someone had taken an ax to it, just for the hell of it.

      Broken beer bottles and half-crushed cans littered the area, along with bits of paper she recognized as blotter paper, because she had some tabs of LSD in her backpack. The place smelled of urine and the loamy earth from outside, brought in by more of those creeping vines.

      “Hello?” she called out. “Anyone here?” Her voice was swallowed in the space.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Mike said, making a scoffing noise in his throat. He was really getting on her nerves. “There’s no one here.”

      “You don’t know that,” she argued. “This place is huge. Anybody could be squatting.” She pointed to the trash—clearly people came here to party hardy—but Mike wasn’t looking.

      With a shrug, she followed him deeper into the maze of the building. She had a flashlight, but she wasn’t sure how much longer it would last. They’d find a clean enough space to squat in, drop some acid, and mellow out.

      They saw more detritus, signs that people hung out here, but nothing that looked too current. The No Trespassing signs continued, now joined by signs warning of Danger.

      She and Mike ignored them.

      “Wicked,” Mike breathed.

      They’d walked down a hall wide enough that they couldn’t touch hands and touch the sides as well, and then through an archway into a cavernous space. The roof fell away above them, far higher than Angela’s flashlight beam could hope to reach.

      The space was filled with rusted pipes and railings and walkways, and the ground was covered with tracks that hadn’t seen cart wheels in decades. From the dim outline, she could see massive closed doors that would have allowed an engine to back the cars in to be loaded with coal.

      “I wonder why they shut this place down?” she said.

      “Who cares?” Mike said. “Corporations are the tool of the regime. They probably didn’t pay their workers. Plus coal pollutes the land, man.”

      Now that night was falling, the sweat cooled on her skin, and she shivered. “Let’s go back in.”

      The rooms with normal-height ceilings weren’t as chilly, and they randomly picked one that seemed clean enough. The sofa here hadn’t been torched, but it stank of mildew, and tufts of stuffing showed that small animals were probably nesting in it. Angela wrinkled her nose and spread out her sleeping bag on the floor near a vent that provided some non-stinky air.
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