
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Midnight Garden

Where Dark Tales Grow

[image: A black silhouette of a raven

]

Edited by

Kaye Lynne Booth

A WordCrafter Midnight Anthology


© This book is licensed for your personal use only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. © No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the authors and WordCrafter Press. The individual authors herein maintain the Copyright © to their respective story or stories. This anthology collection book is Copyright ©2024 WordCrafter Press. All rights reserved.

––––––––

Introduction by Kaye Lynne Booth

Compiled and edited by Kaye Lynne Booth

––––––––

Cover design by DL Mullan of Sonoran Dawn Studios

––––––––

[image: WordCrafter Logo: A quill pen with letters on it

]WordCrafter Press


Editor’s Note

The language used in this book may offend some readers. My goal is to use all the tools at an author’s disposal and all the tools in my author’s toolkit to create as exacting a sensory experience for the reader and to be as accurate and authentic to the story as possible. Sometimes that means language or situations which may offend some are used to create such discerning imagery.

I have worked hard to make this anthology the best it can be, but I am human. Please be forgiving if you happen upon typos or other errors, and please, call them to my attention to help make my work better in the future.

This is a diverse global anthology with contributing authors from several countries. Authors from abroad may use European spellings, while North American authors may use American English. They are not misspellings, but simple differences found when you bring together a varied mixture of voices.

Characters, events, places and things described or depicted in this work are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, events, places, or things are purely coincidental.
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MIDNIGHT GARDEN is book 2 in the Midnight Anthology Series from WordCrafter Press. It brings you 21 deliciously dark tales from 17 different authors which will tantalize the tastebuds of dark fiction connoisseurs, including the winning story in the 2024 WordCrafter Dark Fiction Contest, by M.J. Mallon, “The Seagull Man”. 

Each year, WordCrafter Press receives more and more submissions for the annual short fiction contest and 2024 was no exception, so I’m delighted to present you with a selection of original dark tales, which I’m sure you will enjoy. These are tales which will make you want to hide under the covers and lie awake at night. Whether you’re a fan of evil demons, vampiric beasts, magical books, possessive objects, or tales of revenge and jealousy, there’s something in this collection for all lovers of the dark.

So, pull up a bench in the Midnight Garden and settle in for a spine-tingling tale or two, or three. Once you begin, you may find yourself tempted to visit again and again until you’ve consume the very last drop of darkness offered here.
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Paul Kane
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SHE’D BEEN HANGING around most of her life. 

Hanging around at auditions, waiting for her big break. Her one chance. 

Just not like this, never hanging around upside down. Like some sort of bat. It was the first thing that had struck her when she blinked open her eyes. Not because of her surroundings, because it was dark, and she wasn’t even sure where she was (like a bat... in a cave?). But because of how she felt. The heaviness in her ‘upper’ body. 

There was blood rushing to Daniele James’ head, the veins at her temples throbbing. She felt disorientated, but not simply because of the bizarre position she was in–more likely the after-effects of whatever she’d been dosed with (was that why she couldn’t really move, either? Couldn’t feel her hands?). Whatever had caused her to black out in the first place. 

Stupid, stupid! Should have kept an eye on your drink...

But then, it was on the rise, wasn’t it; Daniele had seen it on breakfast TV only the other day. Thousands of cases reported, and those were just the incidents anybody bothered to tell the police about. This kind of thing was notoriously ignored, brushed under the carpet. There was a culture of people saying that it had been exaggerated, that girls like her were scaremongering. She’d like to swap places with some of those people right now, see what they had to say for themselves if they were hanging up in some...

Maybe it hadn’t been in her drink at all? She’d heard stories about folk being injected, tiny nicks found later, afterwards. If those people ever woke up again, that was. Wasn’t necessarily a sex thing either, guys trying to get their ends away in clubs. It seemed to be more random now, perhaps those Incels having their revenge on women because they were too shy or weird to ask anyone out. 

No, not this time. Not on this occasion... Memories were rushing back to her, faster than that blood rush to the head. More hanging around–this time at a bar, drowning her sorrows after the latest knockback. Rejected by the powers that be. The latest failed try-out for a role. Just a bit-part on a soap, but still. Would have been something, which is always better than nothing. A foot in the door. Maybe film next? A step up from those theatre performances, walk ons–and offs–that played to a handful of punters, little more than am-drams. 

Not that she wasn’t grateful for them, it was just that...

“All those classes, all that time at university.” 

“When are you going to get a proper job, something important?”

Mum and Dad’s words echoing in her throbbing skull. No amount of odd jobs in the industry were ever going to satisfy them, no busking on street corners and making a few hundred quid. They had no idea of the sacrifices she’d had to make to do what she did, what she loved. Hoping, hoping that one day she might make it, a star turn, riches, all her dreams coming true. When the truth was...

All she’d ever wanted was to make them proud. 

Jumbled thoughts, off-topic–then flashing back to that bar. The good-looking bloke who’d been there too; a bit like Brad Pitt in his heyday. And Daniele, thinking maybe her luck had changed when he’d briefly made eye contact, smiled at her. 

Daniele recalled gazing past the barman, catching her reflection in the mirror there. She wasn’t any great shakes in the looks department, had never thought that–with her mousey-coloured hair cut in a bob, plain features that she plastered in way too much makeup–but she was confident. Well, could act confident at least. Put the nerves to one side. 

And Brad? He’d require the performance of a lifetime, she thought to herself, because he could probably just click his fingers and have any girl–or guy–in that place. Get them to come running. Begging. 

Yet he’d wandered over, closer to her at the bar. Spent ages just standing there, not speaking, not even looking at her, really. Making her wonder whether she’d imagined the connection. Making her wait. 

Then the little sideways glances. Was he nervous? Why should he be? Or was this... Perhaps he was playing some kind of game? She’d come across this kind of thing before, guys making you do all the hard work. Who’d ‘neg’ you, make you think they were doing you a favour by even giving you the time of day. Drip-feeding the affection, so you were hungry for more. 

But then he’d made his move and — 

Her eyes were adjusting to the minimal amount of light in that place, as she found she could move a little now. And that movement swung her sideways. She let out a gasp when she saw the shape nearby. In shadow, but hanging like her. A similar size and shape, a person. A... body?

Daniele squinted. There were more just beyond: one, two... She did her best to angle herself, so that she twisted around a bit more. Several shapes were out there in the blackness. All hanging. 

“H-Hey,” whispered a voice that echoed all around, and she gasped again. Not only was she not alone in here, in this predicament, one of the ‘shapes’ was trying to communicate with her. “Y-You’re... You’re awake...”

It belonged to a man, that much she could tell. But it sounded weak, wheezy. Like he was struggling to breathe. Daniele shivered involuntarily, realised she could move her body a bit more–so she did. Jerked and jolted and spasmed. 

“T-There’s... there’s no point struggling... I... I saw him bring you in. You... you’re t-tied... tied up tight... Not going... going anywhere...”

Daniele frowned. Experimentally, she tried to move one of her feet–and discovered that she couldn’t separate it from the other one. Same went for her hands, however hard she tried, she couldn’t tug them apart where they resided behind her back. 

Shit! 

Whoever this was, he was right. She was bound at the wrists and ankles. Again, wasn’t necessarily a sex thing, but was looking more like one now. A sex dungeon kind of thing. “Where am I?” she demanded then, her own voice sounding strange in her head–echoing inside there just as much as it did in this cavernous space. 

“I... I don’t...” was all the man could manage. 

“Are you okay?” she asked next. It was a weird thing to enquire about, because neither of them were okay–they were hanging upside down somewhere unfamiliar, probably in all kinds of danger. It was more that the guy talking to her didn’t sound... well. 

“No... no, I don’t think... I am...” he said in hushed tones. 

“Look, we’re going to find a way out of here,” she promised him, with absolutely no idea how she was going to achieve that. But Daniele was the queen of hoping, of carrying on when it all seemed pointless, of hanging... hanging in there. 

All the man offered by way of a reply now was a strangled laugh. 

“I’m Daniele,” she told him. “What’s your name?”

Silence for a moment or two, then: “Gab... Gabriel. Gabe.”

“Gabriel? Like the angel, huh?”

Another laugh. “H-Hardly...”

“How long have you been here, Gabe?” she asked.

“I... I don’t... Since I woke up... Seems like forever...”

Daniele knew exactly what he was talking about. Without access to her phone, without being able to check the time on it, she didn’t have a clue herself how long she’d been here either. Might be weeks for all she knew, dangling here, unconscious. 

Since I woke up...

“He’ll... he’ll come now, to... There was someone... someone else when I... Manda, her name was...”

“Manda? What happened to her?” Had she been taken away somewhere else? Out of the dungeon? 

Was she one of the other shapes in here, not speaking? 

Not alive?

The thought had popped into her head before she could stop it. Not a sex dungeon, nothing to do with sex at all–apart from psychologically, perhaps?–but an altogether different kind of prison? Had they been the victim of a serial attacker? A serial...

Killer?

“He’ll... he’ll come now... you’ll see... He’s watching...” was all Gabe said. 

And he was right. No sooner had he said those words than Daniele heard footsteps. It was hard to tell where they were coming from, because of the echoing, but she felt like they were descending, growing louder with each step–which would fit with the whole underground thing. 

She jumped when she heard a key being turned. A door opening on squeaking hinges, which had her wincing as badly as if it had been nails on a blackboard. More footsteps, then an audible click!

A switch, which flooded the space with brilliant light. Daniele closed her eyes against the sudden glare, gave it a second or two, then opened one of them again a crack—realising her mistake. The light was only so bright because of the darkness she’d been in. The bare bulb above was clearly a low-watt, possibly an old model–before they started doing energy-saving ones. But it was enough to see what she needed to see, eyes flitting about and landing on things like a butterfly. 

And once she’d seen, Daniele wished to God she hadn’t.  

Gabe, the young man she’d been talking to, was diagonally opposite her. Because he was hanging upside down as well, he looked kind of the right way up to her, in a distorted, being tugged by gravity kind of fashion. Even so, she could tell he was good-looking too–or had been, before all this: jet-black hair, high cheekbones, full lips. He was dressed fashionably as well, in a silk shirt, with baggy trousers. Gabe too had his hands behind his back, more than likely tied there as Daniele’s were.  

But his face was stony-grey and sagging. It was like the life was being drained from him, bit by bit. Probably because it was. She saw something running down from his neck, a streak that had dribbled past his chin and was dripping from his head. 

Drip-drip-drip. 

Droplets of red, coming from another tiny nick like those needle punctures–the fact that he was upside down forcing it to do so, congregating there. All the blood from his body, slowly leaking out of him. No wonder he could barely speak!

“Christ,” she said under her breath. 

Put those nerves to one side, remember?

But he was only the tip of the iceberg. All around them, in front and behind her, behind Gabe, there were others. A couple she saw had their eyes closed, hadn’t even twitched at the sound of the door, the light coming on. Both sexes, some younger than them, some a bit older. They were also grey, had streaks on their necks and chins–only nothing was dripping from them anymore. Completely empty, like a carton of juice sucked dry. Absently, she wondered which one was Manda. 

Others were older, had been there much, much longer. A few were wizened, dried up fossils, verging on skeletal. Daniele was amazed when one of those started to move, to dance about... Then she realised that it was being dragged along on a pulley, towards a platform with a handrail and a door. Towards the man she recognised as Brad, the guy from the bar. He looked a lot less smiley now. In fact, he couldn’t have looked more serious as he finished yanking on the rope that had brought that corpse to him. 

Then he reached out and unhooked its feet from the looped noose that had been holding it upside down. Daniele tore her eyes away from this, to look down her own body–taking in the satin top with the frills, the skinny jeans, leading towards her ankles, which were also looped in one of those nooses. No sign of her shoes, however, which she was momentarily narked about because they’d been expensive. 

Least of your worries, Daniele, she reminded herself. Get a grip. 

It explained why there weren’t any dead bodies in a worse state, if he was getting rid of them periodically. So, what was this guy–a vampire or something? Goth fanboy? He had the looks. Remember Brad in the Anne Rice thing? The original, not the one they’d remade.

Didn’t really matter, she had to get out of there. And it looked like she might just get her chance (her big break!), when Brad turned his attention to her pulley and began tugging on that instead. Bringing her closer, closer. 

“So, you here on your own, then?”

“Apparently.”

“That’s a shame.”

Was it? Or had it been exactly what he was looking for?

“Hey!” she shouted as he gave a final heave, pulling her close enough he could touch. Do anything to her. “Hey, you!”

Brad didn’t answer. 

“I remember you. I know what you did.” Of course she remembered. He’d rufied her. Brought her here and hung her upside down. Question was, what could she do about it? Daniele wriggled about, straining against her bonds. “Let me go!” she demanded, acting tough this time. Tougher than she felt, obviously, because she was petrified. 

He looked at her then, a warped mirror of them meeting eyes across the bar. “I’m sorry. Truly I am,” he offered. 

The weirdest thing was, she believed him. He seemed genuinely remorseful for what he’d done–what he might be about to do. “Then let me go. It’s not too late. I won’t tell anyone.” Yeah, right. Like she wasn’t going to report this murder room he had going on here in his... what, basement? She looked at the walls now, really looked at them–and they did indeed appear to be stone, rock-like. A cave hadn’t been that far off the mark.

Where the fuck was she?

“I don’t have a choice. I’ve got to do this,” he said, looking down–again, appearing genuinely apologetic. 

“Why?” she asked. Because the voices are telling you to, is that it?

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Try me.” 

Brad shook his head. “If I don’t...” He swallowed dryly, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like a fishing float on a lake. 

“What?”

“Something bad will happen.” He reached around his back, feeling for what was either in a pocket there or tucked into the belt of his jeans. Her eyes widened when she saw the knife he produced. “Something really bad.”

Something bad was about to happen right now. Something really bad for her. Brad stepped nearer, reaching out with his free hand, grabbing Daniele by the hair. She wrenched her head away, but he wound that hair around his fist. “If you fight me, you’ll only make this worse.”

What could be worse than whatever he was going to do with that?

“I just need to...” Brad was sticking his tongue out of the side of his mouth, like he was threading a needle. “There!”

Daniele had barely felt a thing. But apparently, he was done, because he was wiping the blade on a cloth, standing back to admire his handiwork. 

It was only then that she felt it, the trickle of something running down her neck, the underside of her chin, down her face, her forehead. And suddenly the:

Drip-drip-drip.

Another nick, her blood plip-plopping out of the small wound he must have created–just like with Gabe, with the others. Had he done the same to them, this man? Lured them. Used his looks, his charm, and then —

“I really am sorry,” he told her. Then he put his knife back and began working the pulley again—sending her out over the abyss. Except, when she dropped her head this time, Daniele could see something below her. Just a flash of something, but it looked like...

Her blood dripped down and down, and then she heard it. A sort of disgusting slurping noise. Someone... no, something was sucking up those fresh droplets of blood–running from her much faster than Gabe’s flow. The juice carton thing again.  

“What... Hey, you!” she shouted over to Brad once more. “What the fuck is that down there?” 

He shook his head again. Either he wouldn’t or couldn’t tell her. “Doesn’t ask for much, considering,” was the only reply he gave. “Just a steady supply.”

“What?” A supply? Brad wasn’t the vampire at all; whatever was down there was the one drinking all the blood. 

No. No. Think Daniele. Think about those reports on TV, what they said about the effects of those drugs. That they could cause paranoia, hallucinations, right? This is all in your imagination. This room, this place with all the hanging ‘meat’, like a butcher’s shop. That noise coming from below, that... That mouth! 

Isn’t it?

But Brad had waited until she’d woken up, until the drugs were out of her system before he’d cut her, hadn’t he. To make sure the blood was okay, fit for consumption. 

“Won’t take long,” said the man himself, picking up that shrivelled body he’d retrieved and opening the door, carrying it through. Pulling it closed again and locking it. 

Daniele didn’t know whether he’d intended to leave the light on, or whether he’d just forgotten–and she couldn’t decide which was worse, being in the dark or being able to see everything. Including what was below her, what was enjoying her vital fluid. 

That mouth... 

Her mind flashed back to a former boyfriend who’d loved sci-fi movies, especially that one about the galaxy far, far away. She’d had to sit through a marathon of them all one weekend just before they split up–probably explained why they’d split, come to think of it–but she was reminded now of that scene in the desert with the barge thing. The big worm-creature they’d been feeding people to. An animal of some kind...

Fuck.  

“I’ve got to do this... I don’t have a choice. If I don’t, something bad will happen.”

“Gabe?” she said, turning towards the grey man from before. He could barely open his eyes–forthcoming attractions. “Gabe, you still with me?”

“Hmmye...” he said. 

Not long, Brad had said. But how long? That cut hadn’t got her carotid because she’d be bleeding out like a stuck pig, would have been dead by now even. Plus, the...

Drip-drip-drip.

...that was too slow. He’d known exactly how and where to cut her, so it lasted longer. All that blood running through her, pooling at the top–bottom–of her upside-down body. Might last...

She’d seen this somewhere as well. Daniele was wracking her brains. Yes! That was it, in an action film. A form of torture, making the man suffer by doing it to the woman—typical—and forcing him to watch. But they’d mentioned a time, hadn’t they? Think, Daniele, think!

Thirty minutes. Hadn’t that been it? Half an hour... That was all the time she had before she ended up like Gabe. She could do this. She could do this. For one thing, she’d promised the man who could barely speak anymore. 

She tried to pull her wrists apart again, testing exactly how tight the ropes were. If it had been a zip-tie, there might have been a chance to break the bonds—especially if she’d been relaxed, out of it, when they were put on her. There was a way of bringing them down sharply and snapping them.

Ropes were trickier, she’d been told that once. Different memories rushing back; of that summer being the assistant to The Great Supremi, magician and... escapologist. He’d taught her a few of his secrets (showed her the ropes, bum-tish!) and she’d witnessed him–night after night–freeing himself from straps, chains, you name it. Hands tied like this behind her back should be a piece of cake, and her stomach rumbled then, reminding her she hadn’t eaten in a while. How long, she had no way of knowing. Wasn’t fair that thing below got to eat, when she — 

No. Focus. 

First things first, figure out what kind of knot Brad had tied. Her fingers strained to feel, Daniele sticking her tongue out the side of her mouth, this time in concentration. There! A simple double-knot might take her a bit longer than it used to do Supremi–although he would drag things out for suspense. 

The thumping in her temple was a constant reminder that she didn’t have much time to waste, tapping out the seconds, the minutes.

Drip-drip-drip.

In her imagination she saw that enormous clock on the quiz show about words and numbers her parents loved, the hand ticking down to—in her case—oblivion. 

Just a little more, just a little—yes! One knot was undone, the second following shortly afterwards, exactly like Supremi had shown her. Bringing her hands apart, she caught the rope and slipped it quickly into her pocket. Never knew when something might come in handy in her line of work—not a piece of information learned was wasted, nor an object picked up. 

Now she had the use of her hands, she could lever herself upwards more easily–or so she thought. The first time she tried it, because of the loss of blood, and it was amazing how much that affected you after only a short space of time, her head spun. She got dizzy, disorientated. Dropped back down again—hard. 

The sucking thing beneath made a sound more like a grunt, then got back to feeding from the:

Drip-drip-drip.

As she dangled, arms and hands dangling down now, too. Daniele wanted so much to just rest, to sleep. Her energy was running down already; how long had it been since the cut, five minutes, ten?

Gritting her teeth, she tried again, bending at the midriff–all those hours in the gym, keeping herself as fit as possible for various parts. A cop, a robber, both required running–after or away from. Again, she dropped down. 

Third time lucky, third time’s the charm.

And this time she did manage to bend in the middle enough to reach and grab her calves, haul herself up. Start working on the ropes that held her ankles in place. The dizziness came rushing back and Daniele had to fight it, push it to one side–she couldn’t afford to drop down again now, because she wasn’t entirely sure she’d make it back up. Then she’d be done. 

Fiddling with the ropes, she forgot for a minute that if she untied those, she’d fall anyway. All of her, into the mouth. What would happen then? Would the thing below her, the worm, just eat her? Or did it prefer the slow: 

Drip-drip-drip?

Would it simply chew her up and spit her out, like creatures did on those nature programmes narrated by that old guy with the great voice? Daniele didn’t intend to find out. When one foot was free, she grabbed the rope running across–the one the pulley worked–steadying herself before working on the other one. 

Brace yourself, she said. You’re going to have to —

When the final leg dropped, she almost went with it. Nearly let go with the hand that was wrapped around the horizontal rope, panicking and reaching up with the other hand to make sure she didn’t fall. Now the dizziness came back tenfold, because she was also the right way up again. Daniele hung there by her hands, with no support whatsoever—what else was new?—adjusting to not being upside down anymore. Breathing in and out, using those techniques from the meditation apps.

Putting the nerves to one side. Tamping them down. 

“Gabe!” she called across, then louder: “Gabe!” 

The man didn’t stir. 

“Gabe! Don’t you dare die on me now. Wake up!”

His mouth dropped open. He mumbled something. Still alive–but not for long. She had to get moving. 

“Hang—” She almost said it: hang in there. Fucking hell. Caught herself again, just in a different way. 

Daniele twisted, using all her strength to bring her legs up again, crossing her feet over the rope. Then she began to shimmy herself along the length of it, headfirst, like a monkey on a branch. 

Two things happened at once. There was a rumbling sound from below. Worse than anything her own hungry stomach could come up with, accompanied by a shake that felt like the aftershocks of a minor earthquake. She’d only experienced those once, because they really weren’t a thing over in this country (more common in the place she wanted to eventually end up, where the big white letters stood on the hills overlooking the city). The monstrosity below had obviously never been deprived like this before, its source of nourishment cut off abruptly like that. 

The second thing was the footsteps, above and in the distance again—Brad racing down those stairs beyond the door. Even if he hadn’t been watching, and she figured he was probably occupied getting rid of the corpse he’d taken, he’d have felt those mini-quakes. Realised something was wrong and was coming to check it out. 

She didn’t have long at all now. 

Clambering, pulling herself along that rope, head cocked back–she saw the platform and the door again, upside down once more. But then, she was getting used to that. Closer, closer. Nearly there. 

Now! Her break, her big chance!

A fumbling of the key in the door, then it was unlocked. The door flung open, footsteps on the platform. Brad looking around, searching for the last victim he’d brought down here and finding her missing. “Shit!”

More rumbling, the tremors increasing in severity. 

Making him wait.

It was all the distraction she needed, her one chance, to grab his own ankle and yank. Unbalanced, Brad toppled sideways, banging his head on the rocky wall next to him. He hadn’t been expecting her to be beneath him under the platform. Where she’d leapt from the pulley, a leap of... faith. Hoping that she could make it, grab on and swing herself under it. Now those gymnastic sessions from uni came in handy, when she’d been doing Cheer–more performances, more putting herself out there. 

Putting the nerves to one side. 

Brad was groaning, but shifting about. She had to be fast. It was a race now to see who could recover first. Daniele pulled herself up the side of the railings, but still on the outside of the platform. Snarling, Brad was scrambling to his feet. Standing, half-stumbling, he ran at her and ran into her, shoulder first. Knocking her off her perch. 

Daniele flew backwards. Began to drop. 

She put out a hand, flailing around with it. Hoping, having faith–the queen of hoping, keeping going, when it seemed pointless. 

Get a grip.

The rope. Her fingers connected with it, and she grabbed on tight. It hurt, but she hung on in there for dear life—ignoring the dizziness. She reached up and snatched it with her other hand. Looked over and saw Brad watching, mouth open. There was a trickle of blood at his forehead where he’d hit the wall; he touched it and winced. 

“Bitch!”

Then he took out his knife, took hold of the rope she was on, and started to cut it. 

Gritting her teeth, Daniele began to swing herself, working her muscles harder than she’d ever done in her life before. Gaining momentum, back and forth, back and forth. Aiming herself, her feet, for maximum impact. 

Then —

Brad didn’t know what hit him. Both feet, as a matter of fact, and she felt a satisfying crunch of bones as his nose shattered. He went backwards again, letting go of the knife, slumping against the wall, face ruined–he’d no longer be able to rely on that to get close enough to people in bars, to charm them and then slip them a Mickey. 

Daniele swung herself close enough to take hold of the railings again, then wasted no time in getting on the right side of them. Brad was still down, clutching his face. “Wait...” he said, but it sounded more like “Daped”. “Please!”

Come running. Begging.

She stamped down on his leg, felt popping, cracking–and he cried out in pain. No more running now! There was another shudder, a rumble. It was getting stronger. “You don’t understand,” he managed, spitting out the words. 

Daniele wasn’t listening. She was too busy finding the pulley that worked Gabe’s rope. Tugging on it, drawing him over towards her. When he was close enough, she did what Brad had done earlier and freed him from his shackles, both his feet and his hands. 

“Wait... There’s money... upstairs... lots of it... I can—” 

She helped Gabe onto the platform. 

“It’s... it’s ancient... I... we’ve been... been doing this w-work for so long... generations...”

“Shut the fuck up,” Daniele snapped. 

“It’s... it’s so much... much bigger than.... than you...” He looked like he was on the verge of blacking out, but snapped himself to. “Have... have to... feed it... or... or...”

“I said—”

“It’ll kill us all. D-Destroy... destroy everything,” Brad finished, then finally passed out. 

Daniele stared at him for a moment or two, blinking, then opened the door, getting a foot in it, and helped Gabe through. She had to virtually carry him up the stairs on the other side (a step up); they were so steep, she thought she was going to fall backwards once or twice. The irony of dying that way when she’d been through all of this! More rumbles and shakes accompanied them on their way to the top, but she carried on, fulfilling a promise. Out through another door and into a kitchen. Just an ordinary kitchen, in an ordinary–if neglected–house. One you might pass by every day on your way to work. 

Apart from the black and white monitors, throwing back images of the basement–the cave? All those hanging bodies. 

She set Gabe down on a chair at the kitchen table. Slapped his grey face a couple of times. “Gabe. Hey, Gabe?” No response, and his head was slumping against his chest. Daniele felt his wrist for a pulse, then his neck. There was nothing. No throbbing at all. 

She sighed, stepped back. The cut on her own neck seemed insignificant now that she wasn’t upside down. Actually, it was hardly bleeding at all when she felt at it and brought her hand away. 

Another rumble, a tremor that made the whole house shake. Daniele frowned. She remembered that old SF movie, remembered how big that worm-thing was in the desert. Or was she thinking of another one the old boyfriend had insisted on showing her, about a race who lived out there and rode them? More information she’d retained. 

The tremor came again. 

There had been a story as well, hadn’t there? Horror this time, but in the desert again–about soldiers from World War II on opposite sides working together against this eel-creature. But that had only been part of the thing, like a tentacle or something...

Another quake, really big this time. She should ring someone, the authorities, the army. Get them here as soon as possible. They’d know what to —

But since when had anyone like that ever supported her? 

Rejected by the powers that be.

The shaking was growing worse. Something big was rising. Something —

“It’s... it’s ancient...”

“So much... much bigger than... than you can...”  

She stepped towards those monitors, could see the mouth growing. The ‘worm’ getting larger. Could see Brad still slumped on the platform.

All she’d ever wanted was to make them proud.  

“When are you going to get a proper job, something important?”

Something like Brad had been doing: acting, performing. Feeding. 

“Have... have to... feed it... or... or...”

Putting the nerves, the doubts to one side. 

“I... we’ve been... been doing this w-work for so long... generations...”

It was something (which is always better than nothing...) she could do to keep them safe. Her mum, her dad. All of them...

“It’ll kill us all.”

The biggest quake yet, the floor beneath her threatening to shake apart. Daniele chewed on her lip, trying to make up her mind. This could be her break, her one chance. Her star turn. What it had all been leading up to. Riches, everything she’d ever dreamed of. 

“There’s money... upstairs... lots of it...” 

All she had to do was —

No idea of the sacrifices she’d have to make to do what she did.

“Doesn’t ask for much, considering... Just a steady supply.”

Was — 

“It’ll destroy... destroy everything.” 

No. No, it wouldn’t. Another promise she had to keep now. Nodding, she went back over to the door, which led to the stairs, pitching sideways when another rumble came. She had the first one, and let’s face it, he deserved it. Didn’t even have to cut him, because he was already dripping blood. From the head wound, from the smashed nose. It would buy her time, get her started. 

Daniele descended, already thinking about what she’d do. Hanging Brad from the ankles using Gabe’s noose, pulley him across. 

Drip-drip-drip.

Feed it, stop the rising. 

As if to quicken her actions, yet another quake came. “I’m coming, I’m coming!” she called out, though she wasn’t sure whether it was to Brad or the beast. Then she added, without realising what she was saying: “Just wait a minute, will you...

“Just... just hang on.”
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FOUR HUNDRED YEARS ago, settlers left the complicated histories of Europe behind for what appeared to be a vast, unblemished frontier. What they found, of course, was far from empty. Colonists settled a land with history as old as the one they’d left behind. Rivers, lakes, and mountains that already had names received new ones. Cull County residents didn’t know who first named the three-headed rock formation Satan’s Rock. By 1988, that’s just what people called it. It was an unnatural sight; a towering jumble of black rock jutting out of the forest floor, covered in mossy vines, topped with a handful of old trees. Two lovers, the legend went, fell from its peak. Or a runaway slave that vowed revenge. Or a witch hung by the neck. No, an Iroquois shaman cursed the land. The story changed every few decades, but one feeling remained: 

Something about Satan’s Rock was just plain wrong. 

Yet unease never stopped the unending march of progress. Whole suburbs emerged right on its eerie doorstep. In recent memory, Satan’s Rock did little more than provide stable ground for lost virginities. Grandparents don’t worry about evil spirits among the pines, they complain about kids smoking dope up on that damn rock. Cull County’s children would soon learn that just because a legend is forgotten doesn’t make it any less real. 

“Run, you dimwit!” Heidi Miller cried over her shoulder. “They’re getting closer!” 

Dry leaves flew up behind her sprinting feet as she snaked between autumn’s naked trees. It was getting dark, but she could still see a decidedly less athletic boy that panted and flailed his way towards her. His red face huffed through the darkness, beset by scraggly branches. Some ways behind him, their pursuers appeared to be closing the distance. Two figures in dark jackets cackled, throwing acorns and pinecones in their chase. Heidi didn’t have much time. Despite her beating heart and aching legs, she began outlining the beginnings of a plan. Somewhere off the beaten path ahead lay what kids called The Big Rock, because ‘Satan’ was a bad word. Though every kid in Cull County knew Satan’s Rock, not all of them knew about a small crevasse on its eastern edge just large enough for a very skinny eight-year-old girl—and hopefully a lumpy 6-year-old boy—to crawl through. The perfect hiding spot. She grabbed her brother’s wrist and dragged him further along the narrow dirt path they ran along, careful to avoid snagging tree roots that snatched at clothing like earthen hands. 

“H-Hei,” Peter gasped, “I can’t.” 

“Yes, you can,” Heidi snapped impatiently. 

Ahead, she saw a faint outline of the rock formation. To her right stood a young tree with low, flexible branches. Behind her, two shadowy figures that weren’t paying enough attention. 

“Meet me at Big Rock,” she said, quickly ushering him out of sight. He nodded, too tired to ask why. Heidi leapt behind the springy tree, crouched down, and pulled back a base branch as far as it would bend. It’s a dirty trick, she thought, but this was life or death. The sound of dashing leaves drew closer. 

“There’s the fat one!” A voice called out. Another pinecone flew, bouncing off of poor Peter’s oversized head. When he yelped and fell to the ground, Heidi pulled back the branch just a bit more, gritted her teeth, and released it at the first sight of a pair of dirty slouch socks. The branch whipped into the first figure’s shins, sending him screaming to the ground in pain. His accomplice tripped over his body and planted face first into a suspiciously smelly mud pile. Heidi couldn’t help it. She giggled. She grabbed Peter off the ground, running towards Satan’s Rock with a stream of curses shouted at their backs. It towered over them, its dark stone unwelcoming. 

“Should we be here?” Peter whispered, wary of crawling into dark places now that night approached. 

“Don’t be a baby,” Heidi replied. Privately, she agreed, and almost said so when she realized they were crawling into it on the second worst night of the year—Hallow’s Eve. In just a few hours it would be what her Tennessee grandparents referred to only as the Devil’s Day. Then she heard a sound from somewhere outside their stone sanctuary that made her stomach drop: kicking leaves and furious shouting. She grabbed her brother and slid further into the crevasse with him, but it was too late. They were found. 

“I saw you fucking jerkoffs go in there! Get out here, now!” The voice belonged to Sammy Byrd, etched with a bit of extra rage on account of the whole shit-on-the-face thing. That meant the taller boy with the newly bruised shins could only be his shadow, gangly gawking Jim Hearns. Heidi remained hidden in the crevasse on her stomach, Peter situated somewhere behind her. It was a rare feeling for Forestville Elementary’s most mischievous valedictorian: vulnerability. They were two cornered animals with no way out. Several moments passed while she thought fruitlessly of a plan. Her supposed captors weren’t particularly patient. 

“I’m going to count to three, and if you don’t get out here, I’ll take my old man’s lighter and set this whole fucking thing on fire!” 

Heidi instinctively reached for Peter’s mouth to suppress a scream. A kitchen accident a few months prior scarred the boy’s left palm with leathery burn tissue, resulting in severe pyrophobia. He became the laughingstock of Troop 55’s recent Cub Scout camping trip by refusing to come within twenty feet of a campfire. Where Peter’s mouth should have been, Heidi smothered only a pile of dry leaves. Peter’s missing, she thought, her stomach churning. The crevasse continued into blackness, though how long or far one could only guess. 
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