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      I have my mother to thank for introducing me to not only reading at such an early age, but also empathy. The first story I ever remember her teaching me to read was about a suffering animal in need of help. And while I am sure there was much more that came immediately after, the next big books she got for me were about science, nature, and greatest of all: insects. Beautiful, alien, insects. So much of Her Descent comes from those beginnings, the empathy and the alien were integral to this telling of horror. The alien is obvious, but if I couldn’t empathize with Thia (and those she encounters), I couldn’t have made a compelling story of her harrowing journey and suffering.

      Empathy in all things. Or at least sympathy.

      While it was my mother who introduced me to reading and started a life-long love affair with books, it was a certain passionate and enthusiastic English teacher that turned it into something more. Something insidious.

      Here I sit writing today, a full time author, having sold more books this year than I ever dreamt possible. Yet to say I am living the dream would be a lie, because even in those days debating literature with a certain Mr. Broderick - the two of us getting so passionate about our conflicting views - I never dreamt that writing would be a career for me. It’s not the kind of dream a troubled boy from a poor fishing community has.

      But all the same, he put a passion for fiction and its dark corners, so I started writing with no thoughts of anything but scratching an itch.

      Plenty of hopeful young writers had whittled away their lives pursuing a hopeless dream in publishing. I just happened to luck out, get into it at the right time; and bust my ass of course.

      The busting my ass was all me (and Michelle, of course) but to Mr. Broderick, I owe a thanks for those dangerously fascinating discussions. They paid off afterall.
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      Her Descent, despite all our anticipations, was a success.

      You have to understand, the two of us went into writing as a career with our eyes open. We pursued it with the same vigor and work ethic we did our previous careers, and tackled it like a job.

      So when we wrote this horror novel, we did so as a passion project on the side of our more ‘commercial’ writing. When the shit hit the fan, and stress got high, we retreated back into our old hobby: writing stories intended purely for the both of us.

      No longer confined by thoughts of how readers would respond, we wrote the most screwed up thing we could come up with. Because that’s what we enjoy. But in all seriousness, we wrote a story that pulled no punches, was something that made us cringe and whimper.

      Being a story we enjoyed, it ended up becoming our longest published work. But once we did finish and sent it out into the wild, we did so with no fanfare, and no expectations. It received none of the promotional efforts we gave our more ‘commercial’ writing. Yet somehow it found not only sales, but fans. A lot of fans.

      Reading people comparing your novel to great works of literature like the Odyssey, Alice in Wonderland, or stunning artwork, is surreally pleasant. We’re no strangers to positive reviews, we’ve always gotten far more of it than negative, we’ve been fortunate to find so many readers who click with our work. But for this? Something so personal? Such a passion project?

      Blew us away.

      So here it is, a new special print edition to celebrate Her Descent and its bestseller status. But also to mark the occasion as we prepare to publish another work of horror. Another project of passion.

      We hope you enjoy. It means so very much to us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

          19th Century Britain...

        

      

    

    
      She could hear them. Not with her ears. Not with any mortal senses. It was something deeper and more primal than that, and it had become more acute when she moved into her late great-aunt’s manor. As if reaching out of her past, from the nightmares of her childhood during those winter stays in the towering stone complex.

      There was something singing to her, and she shifted in her bed once more to listen more closely. Even the sound of the thick sheets rubbing against one another made it hard to hear, drowning the voices out.

      Her nights were spent so sleeplessly that she could never enjoy the days. The sun and birdsongs of the day were unenjoyable to her as she overslept to make up for a night of strained listening.

      Life became a strange daze to her. Ever sleep-deprived, her mind always lingered on matters nobody else could relate to; none of her high society friends, certainly not the servants who came and brought her supplies and transferred her belongings.

      Arising from a brief spate of sleep, she moaned, surprised to have woken with her hand cupping her sex, and she slipped it out of the white, lacy undershorts and rested it onto her stomach. She could smell herself in the air, and it was tinged with something beyond her reasoning.

      Thia knew not what they were, or where they lurked, but after her fourth sleepless night, she knew she had to find them.

      Slipping from her bed, the wood floor felt cold beneath her bare feet. She was a slender woman, and she stole gracefully down the hallway. It didn’t matter that she was wearing nothing more than the see-through white slip, for the help was yet to be hired. She had hurried to this place as soon as her great-aunt died.

      Something from her youth made her need to return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      The aroma of the tea filled the air even before the serving lady finished pouring it up. “Thank you, Mary,” said Theodora, giving a light smile as she let it be known the woman could go back to the more important matters of unpacking her things, before she returned to her parent’s estate where her proper employment remained.

      “Of course, m’lady,” said the elder maid, smiling fondly at her. The grey haired woman having served as a constant teacher and companion for so long that Theodora considered her as much family as servant.

      “Is that bergamot I smell in the tea?” asked her friend Celeste from Oxford University, another woman who forced her way in where she wasn’t invited.

      “Yes it is,” replied Thia, the two women wearing dresses that were perfectly fine and fancy, yet would’ve turned a few eyes had they the nerve to parade around public in them. Yet that was why Thia enjoyed her company, the both of them liked to buck expectations in their own way.

      As such they both served up their own milk and sugar in the absence of Mary, rather than keep her around for such menial things.

      “Are you quite certain you’re going to be alright out here by your lonesome, Thia dear?” asked Celeste, her head moving about, taking in the sight of the countryside around them as they sat upon a patio outdoors during a particularly lovely day. “I know you have always been one to skirt the norm, but… I dare say you shall be all by your lonesome out here. Nary a clever wit to match your own for miles around.

      Thia’s lips crooked into wry amusement. “Who’s to say how long I will stay here, Celeste? But truth be told, I intend to get some of my own very special work done. Maybe write up a new treatise on animal biology, geology… once I take an appropriate trip for inspiration,” she remarked with a prideful grin.

      “Theodora on the Origin of Everything, hmm? Is that to be your new life’s work, darling?” quipped the towering woman.

      “Something like that,” she responded. “We mustn’t tarry putting a woman’s touch to the issue, no? But first thing’s first, dear Celeste,” she remarked, placing down her tea cup and letting out a soft sigh as she relaxed back. “Some time to compose myself at long last.”

      “You’ve earned it,” remarked her friend, smiling to her. “Don’t shy from sending me a letter now and then. Especially if you find yourself off in some dark corner of the world, discovering untold wonders.” She leaned over the table, smirking a bit, “I promise I won’t steal the details and rush to publish them.”

      Thia’s eyes flashed wide, “Suspicious you would even say that, my dear. I’m afraid now I shall have to hold my cards a bit closer to my chest!” They both laughed.
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      Thia’s blonde hair was pulled back from either side of her face, curled against her head and pulled back into twin ponytails, as though she wore a wreath at all times. It was practical for the young woman, and didn’t get in her way as she moved into the basement.

      It was late, so late, and she knew better than to wander, but that primal pull was growing stronger every day.

      Even the slightness of her physique couldn’t prevent those rotting, wooden stairs from creaking, and she ran her fingers along the stone walls as she walked. They felt almost slimy, and her hand retreated in protest. Her heart pounded as she took another step, feeling the stair give a groan under her weight.

      She could hear them calling her though, and she forced herself down onto the cold ground. It was dry and smooth, but she swore she felt things crawling towards her. Something glanced across her bare ankle and she gasped, stepping away.

      “I can hear you,” she pleaded into the darkness, and tried to light her oil lamp. “Please.” Her hands shook before she finally ignited it, looking upon... nothing.

      The basement was bare, holding little more than some preserves and rusting grounds-work materials. Thia’s large, blue eyes filled with tears, and her body trembled. She was walking in a dream, it felt like, unaware of reality and the absurdity of her position.

      It was only then she realized how cold she was, her pale flesh prickling as a brush of air touched along her bare arm.

      She gasped and turned! For a moment she thought she saw something lurking between the shadows just before her light snuffed out.

      There was nothing.

      Just the void of darkness all around her.

      She had dropped her lantern but couldn’t feel it. Perhaps it was her panic at having just seen something—someone?—but she couldn’t find the cold metal to latch onto as she groped along the ground.

      As she searched, however, the sound of that crawling returned. It grew, and sounded as if it came from ahead of her. All she could do was follow it. Heed her impulse to search it out.

      It was growing closer, but never quite within reach. Always out of reach no matter how loud the scratching sound of some unknown claws moving upon stone and wood grew.

      It reached the point where she could no longer take it, not in the oppressive dark that left her so powerless, and she touched the cold stone of the wall and pushed herself up. What was she doing? Had the sleepless nights truly driven her to such an obscenely ridiculous state as to scramble after bugs on her hands and knees in the dirt? She had to get away.

      She had to run!

      As she thrust herself from the wall and bolted into the dark, her getaway was short lived. She crashed into something wooden, and it was as if all the world clattered down around her noisily.
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      Thia had no idea how long she’d passed out, but awaking she felt cool air brush over her. It beckoned her, but she felt wood blocking it from much of her body. She very nearly tried clawing her way through when she noticed the glimmer of light in the distance, and saw her lamp on the floor.

      Somehow it had become lit again, and she crawled out from beneath the broken, rotted wood and towards it. Righting the lamp and letting the flame grow, she could see again. Her eyes fell on the gaping hole she’d accidentally created from some rotted corner of the basement.

      It led into a rickety chamber, sealed only by decaying wood, it seemed. And though curiosity beckoned her, she felt a thudding pain in her skull and the stab of hunger. How long had she been there?

      Her hands were so dirty, and her muscles felt exhausted. There was a tightness between her two shoulders, and she took a step backwards. This was it. This was her time, her choice, and her body trembled.

      Something beckoned her from within that foreboding hole, but instead she turned to the stairs. They were partially splintered and rotted, and her entire body felt like she’d been stretched on a rack for days. It could wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      She’d taken several days to recuperate from her incident, but each moment of her wait was spent agonizing over her anxiousness to explore. It had gotten beneath her skin, the surreal and strange feeling so familiar and foreign all at once. Even the light of day couldn’t ease her mind of what lurk beneath her.

      What was it that was happening in the manor? What was the noise of that crawling?

      Even as she sat at the ancient, wooden table her aunt used to serve breakfast at, Thia’s food sat idle as she stared towards the door, pondering the mysteries of the basement.

      That was it, she concluded.

      That weakened portion of wall she’d accidentally exposed was the key to her answers. She felt it more than knew it. It had to be. It was as though some dark, instinctual part of her had become attuned with things she didn’t yet know of, and she pushed herself up from the table.

      Her small stomach gurgled in protest, but it didn’t matter to the young woman. All that mattered in this instant was what she didn’t know and yet knew so intimately. Lost were thoughts of balls and courtly affairs, of obligation to family and the estate.

      It was as though whatever secrets were there had crawled under her flesh and infested her slim body. She wore a long, antique-gold dress that brushed against her ankles as she walked and bared her shoulders, and though she knew it was impractical, she breezed past the hall leading to her bedroom on the way to those rickety stairs.

      Still, she hesitated at the top, and her hand trembled as she went to the oil lamp. The help would be arriving within a fortnight, but the wait... It was torture. She couldn’t hold off for the presence of more.

      It was another instinct, a deep burning down in her very core. She had to be alone.

      Thia had been a young scholar, an exceptional student growing up, and a pride to her family in academic matters. She had been encouraged to be more than a mere lady-in-waiting, and she excelled at it. She told herself it was the same yearning curiosity that drove her at that moment to plunge back down into that deep basement.

      She reached around the corner of the doorway and found the lantern. One thing she would not skimp on was oil for it, and she filled it to fullness before lighting it and heading down that dark tunnel.

      Between the groans of the stairs she heard it: that faint sound of crawling from the tunnel below. Her destination.

      She plunged down, nearly toppling when one of the old wooden stairs gave way with a crunch, dropping a quarter of an inch. Thia managed to catch herself with her nails dug into a crack in the cold stone and swallowed down her anxiety.

      The flickering image of some figure in the corner of the basement drew her attention until she realized it was just the misshapen shadow of an old shovel propped against a crate.

      The noise of something scuttling through that hole at the other end of the basement faded, and she felt the light, cool flow of air tickling her skin beneath her dress.

      “Hello?”

      Her voice echoed in the small room, and her nose crinkled with confusion. Her voice shouldn’t echo, not here, not with the low ceiling and the dirt floor.

      Her mouth went dry, and she swallowed as she took a step towards the shovel, her fingers touching against it. Should she take a weapon? Something within her said no, and her hand retreated.

      Thia approached the hole, the lantern shedding light upon those ancient cut timbers. They looked nothing like the wood throughout the rest of the manor, not even the rotted old boards in the basement. Even those must have been replaced a dozen times since these before her were put in place, and it didn’t take much for her to push the ones in the hole out of the way. They crumbled with ease, falling apart against her push, twisting and breaking, but not with the crunch of wood in the other room. These were molded and slightly damp; they peeled away like soggy bread.

      Her curiosity nearly got the better of her, but she cleared enough of a space to safely get through before attempting to squeeze in. When she pushed her lantern through all she saw were the smoothly worn away walls of what was once a tunnel leading down. She could see that damp water trickled across their surface, and had turned what must have once upon a time been carved stone blocks into smooth, nearly melded surfaces.

      It was an older stonework than the rest of the manor, she noticed right away. Nothing like the elegant style of the rest of her aunt’s place.

      Thia’s heart thudded in her chest, and she felt heat rise within her, even though the cool air was stronger with the boards gone.

      She had to push forwards, though. Some innate yearning to explore, to discover, to... she didn’t know what, she just had to go in. Regardless of the justifications, or lack thereof.

      With careful motions she climbed through that gateway into the unknown, and as she reached the other side safely, only the sound of fabric tearing broke her triumph. Her dress had caught on some rusted, medieval looking nail and suffered the loss of a long strip of its golden fabric.

      She tugged it away, but didn’t frown. The loss of the rich material was nothing in the face of her discovery, and she took a tentative step forward. Then another.

      Each breath felt like it was echoing around her, and there was something in the air that made her skin prickle. A thought came to her, unbidden: I should turn back. She shouldn’t enter such a place by herself, yet not even her self-chiding could stop her foot from taking her further into the depths.

      Deeper she went, the stairs twisting and turning, but in no seemingly logical fashion. There was no symmetry or order to it, it just went on and on at random. Where did it go? She pondered endlessly, the trip down taking her far longer than she could have imagined. It had been at least an hour, and still the stone staircase went ever down.

      Every time she nearly slipped on one of those smooth, rounded stairs she felt the pangs of doubt strike back at her conscious mind. But she pushed them away, she had to find out. Had to delve deeper.

      After seemingly endless descent, and still no sign of an end, doubts began to become real. She should have prepared. Should have brought supplies. Food. How long had she been gone already? Her lamp must have gone through hours’ worth of oil already!

      Though as she considered turning back, a tickle of a cold breeze—not just air, but a breeze—touched her ankles, and she looked down.

      An open crevice broke through the stone wall and showed through to the other side thanks to the ancient erosion of that trickling water.

      The only way for her to see through it though was to crouch down, get onto one knee and lower the lantern.

      The light did not carry beyond the stone of the wall itself though. She could make out nothing beyond but inky blackness.

      She nearly lost hope when the idea of shuttering the lamp came to her. She choked off its meager light and stared through the crevice.

      Nothing came to her at first, but as her big, blue eyes adjusted to the dark she could see it: vast cavern lie far below, carrying on for what seemed like miles.

      She could see so little of it through that tiny hole, but could make out the soft glow of some fungal plumes that showed off still lakes of water. More interesting than any of that was the wall she sighted. A wall of intelligent construct. Great and mighty it guarded something, it had to. But she couldn’t see. For whatever it was, it lay beneath her staircase. Right beneath her.

      Her heart pounded as she pushed herself back, leaning against the wall ignorant to the water that ran down her back and soiled her dress. What was down there? How could anyone have constructed something so deep, underneath her aunt’s manor all this time and beyond?

      She needed to see what it was, to explore, and with renewed interest, her pace quickened.

      With her unshuttered lamp back in hand, she descended further. She could feel moisture on her forehead, and brushed her blonde bangs to the side as she wiped it away. The trip seemed unending.

      Distracted by that she lost her footing on the increasingly smooth surface of the stairs, and she slid down a length. The rough ride jostled her slender form until the walls ended and she very nearly toppled out into the blackness.

      In a scramble she grabbed for what she could, broke some of her nails as she tried to cling to the now near smooth stone surface. Her lantern went flying from her grasp and she watched in her panic as she clung on for dear life as that light snuffed out, followed by a clatter of metal on stone as it impacted what she swore looked like a stone house.

      Her heart stopped.

      Panic gripped her. But she held on. She had to.

      There was nothing else but to cling, suspended in desperation.

      She began to pull herself up once she felt secure in her grip, but just as Thia rose up over the edge she heard it: the sound of stone crumbling.

      One hand gave way as a chunk of stone came with it, then the whole of the stone-stairs beneath crumbled and fell and she went toppling backwards to meet whatever fate greeted her lost lantern.
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      The sound of something crawling awoke her. The feel of some long, inhuman limb brushing her leg made her dart her eyes open.

      When she opened her eyes the glow of those fungal blooms surrounded her. It was such a low glow, and could never have normally been noticed if not for the supreme darkness of the caverns.

      It gave her enough light to look and see that she had broken her fall on a large outcropping of the fungus however. Some of the spongy stems broken beneath her, as the things climbed up to several feet off the cavern floor below her.

      As she struggled to get up, she noticed the collapsed stairway above. A big gap remained between it and the stalactite from which it had descended above, the seemingly human-wrought stairs having been hewn from natural cave structures.

      It was as if she had descended from the heavens unto earth from within a mighty icicle in the sky. She couldn’t help but appreciate it, even in her dire predicament. That is, up until she descended from her mushroom bed and felt something beneath her foot rise up and stab at her calf.

      A shriek passed her lips and she recoiled from the glowing bed of fungus, though her heart caught she saw it was nothing alive. Nothing alive anymore, at least.

      What looked like the bone of a ribcage had pricked her leg when she stepped upon it, but more than that a whole heap of bones—human bones of all sizes, skulls of young and old alike—laid out beneath the great macabre bed that had saved her.

      She was stuck down there, and that realization gripped her heart and made her breath shallow. Thia bent down and touched her leg, frowning at the dribble of blood and wiping it away from her fair skin. Her dress was torn in places, the ankle length skirt now having tears up above her knees, and she felt positively famished.

      Panic began to rise in her and her eyes darted about the gloomy dark for some sign of another way. Instead she was greeted with the new reality of her situation: stone buildings, hewed from the earth itself, all about. She had landed in a veritable city beneath the earth.

      The spiraling staircase had descended from within a stalactite in the cavern ceiling down into the midst of some ancient stone community.

      Thia plucked herself up off the ground and shakily made her way around the nearest building. It was deathly quiet. Worn, old tattered cloths hung from the windows and doors of the settlement all around, but none stirred even in the slightest.

      Those old human bones she found the only sign of life she could make, other than the patches of luminescent fungus that grew about, many of them much smaller than the great patch that had saved her life from her fall. How old was that pile of bodies that fueled its growth? She wondered, with all her scholarly learning, and could not help but think of the countless lives lost to fuel her rescue years later.

      What terrible tragedy had befallen them that led to their piling up and being digested by hungry fungus? Were they, like her, victims of that worn, ancient staircase? Explorers of some forgotten time who had descended those stairs from the manor above only to slip and fall to their doom again and again until their carcasses were enough to finally provide sufficient nutrition to save her life?

      The cattle-like expenditure of human life, the arbitrary, predatory nature of her salvation, it all made her tremble in the cool dark as she walked those ghostly empty roads.

      An ancient blood sacrifice for the cause of cushioning my fanny.

      There was no settled dust down there. Though it looked like dust, it was actually a thin layer of spores that coated just about everything, and she realized as her eyes adjusted to the dark, that the spores were responsible for much of her ability to see anything. The macabre fungus once again her saviour.

      It was as she pondered this that the faint sound of crawling arose and grabbed her attention. She turned, and saw it led into some dark alleyway. She followed it, and saw there at the end a silhouette of a man in a long, black coat. He stood facing away from her, and seemed to wear some sort of hat. As she moved towards him, though, he vanished. The next moment, she spotted him moving upon the wall like some crawling spider, and he vanished once more. He was gone for good, with only the faint echo of claws upon stone left in her mind.

      She rubbed her big, blue eyes as if to free them from grit. To see what was happening, to understand, but there was no understanding. Though she couldn't quite place what, something didn't seem right at all, as if it were all a dream. This place, what she was seeing, none of it made sense, not logical sense anyway, and she pinched her bared arm to wake herself.

      Yet she couldn’t wake. She remembered back to the sharp pain when she’d landed upon that rib cage and knew there was no waking. The thought terrified her, and she heard her own voice echo around her.

      “Am I dead?”

      Had she fallen to her doom and this was all an elaborate fantasy? Was this the place between life and death? Her eyes welled up with tears and she ran towards the man that wasn’t there, wanting to cling to him, to find something to save her from this doom.

      In her near-mad panic she saw a knotted cord, old and frayed, but thick and sturdy looking. It dangled from above, as though made of some alien material, and it looked like it would hold her if she climbed it towards the window overhead.

      Was it some sign? Should she follow?

      She would have to leap to grasp it, but before she could she heard something: were those voices? Yes, it must be. It came from the roadway, and though it was in a casual voice from some distance, the quiet of the mighty cavern caused it to carry to her from far away.

      People. People were living here, underneath the world? The fear of purgatory gripped her. Was this a punishment? She had been a good woman, led a good life, and there was no reason she should be sent to the great beyond.

      They seemed so calm, their voices so reassuring, but she couldn’t stay here. She would climb to the place of clouds and happiness, and she leapt towards the rope, feeling it burn and splinter into her hands. The sharp pieces of frayed fabric bit into her soft, unworked hands as she slid down and fell off.

      Her landing was off balance, and she stumbled back a few paces. Her heart pounded beneath the stiffness of her dress, and her nerves were rattled. She needed to escape!

      In the quiet of the underground world every scuff of her shoes was so loud, and the voices stopped, though she could hear footsteps coming towards her. Racing in her direction.

      She couldn’t get to the rope in time though, and as she got up to try and leap for it again she heard them behind her. Their voices were raspy, but speaking in some old yet familiar manner. “A lass,” spoke one, and she could not help but turn to see them.

      They were two men, tall, powerful looking, so pale of skin as to look sickly. But the muscles that bulged from their bare chests and legs promised strength, not weakness. One wore long, white hair around his shoulders, the other cropped and dark, but neither wore much. Just the tattered remains of pants on the white haired one, that and a ratty looking vest upon the other.

      She couldn’t help but stare as she backed away. The fair young woman was terrified of these outsiders, of the people that lived without sunlight or sky, and her mouth dropped open. How could they live underground? How long had they been here?

      Yet her curiosity was dampened by the feeling of wrongness, by a deep understanding that this wasn’t...well, it simply wasn't right! They weren’t right!

      Nothing that lived in this place beneath the earth’s crust could be. She was frozen in place by her fear, by her anxiety, and she couldn’t speak. Instead, it was as if all ability left her as she stared into the eyes of the two men, and her pale flesh felt drained of all colour.

      As they stepped closer towards her, their features grew clearer. From a distance they looked masculine, she would almost say handsome. No facial hair she could see, though each had strong jaws. Something seemed so familiar to her, like they were walking out of a dream towards her. Out of her dreams.

      The same dreams she awoke to with her fingers buried in her panties, and as they neared, she could see their eyes: red, malicious looking. Their lips: curved and sinister, with two downward teeth like fangs prodding their lower lips.

      They were monsters. Yet they were men. They were the stuff of nightmares and dreams, and she felt drawn to them as they approached. “A ripe young beauty,” rasped one.

      The other responded in his old fashioned manner, “I’ve not laid eyes upon such a tender morsel in nigh on a lifetime.”

      She couldn’t move. She wanted to, but her feet stayed so firmly planted on the strange ground beneath her. It almost felt like it was shifting, and she leaned forward, towards them, to balance herself. It was so precarious, and her weight shifted to the ball of her foot, pushing her closer.

      It could be considered a graceful dance, the way she trembled in fear while they beckoned her body to contort and seek them out, but for her it was only horror. Their alien nature chilled her.

      “I’m lost,” she protested, and her voice sounded nearly as dry and raspy as theirs. “I fell.”

      To gaze into those red eyes of theirs was like looking into the heart of her dreams.

      The white haired one seemed to beckon to her without so much as a curl of his fingers, and she stumbled into his hard body. Found it to be cold. As cool as the air that surrounded them, sapping the heat from her own fair flesh.

      “Pretty doll,” rasped the dark haired one, as he went about behind her, and she could feel their ravenous hunger practically radiating off them. They yearned for her, and the press of dual manhoods against either side of her as they opened their mouths and hissed through fangs was bliss.

      Some part of her knew enough to be scared, and her fingers trembled at her side, but it fought with her arousal, her desire for this. For them.

      She’d known of them since she was a child, spending the summers with her aunt. She’d dreamed of them in her youth, and it was a crushing realization that they were the reason her life had been put on hold. It hadn’t been school, or the desire to travel.

      It was them.

      She’d been waiting for this all her life, and her pulse quickened as she heard the word ‘yes’ curl around them. It was sweet comfort to feel those strange, hard, cold bodies press in on her.

      The dark haired one behind her grabbed hold of her two arms and yanked her back. “I want ‘er,” he said with no small amount of insistence, the strength of his pull painful, nearly wrenching her arms out of their sockets.

      The other hissed, though he was poised to plunge his fangs into her. “Git yer grubby hands off her,” he retorted and yanked her back with her hips. The tug of war between the two powerful fiends was painful, but somehow her mind was in a haze, and she could only be grateful for their attentions.

      It felt as though she were floating, powerless over her own body. It was as though she were looking at herself from afar, and her mouth dropped open. She wanted to solve their quarrel, but words somehow felt too sophisticated for this strangely beautiful barbarity.

      She swooned between them as her body ached and groaned in protest of their rough handling.

      The dark haired one let go of an arm and struck the other fiend, “‘ands off!” he bellowed.

      To which the long haired man twisted her body to the side and discarded her like a toy, causing her body to spin and fly away against one of the stone buildings. He let loose his fangs and gave a great, animalistic cry at the other. They were fighting over her. The two beautiful men, clad in almost nothing, ready to tear each other apart over their need for her.

      She could feel that pulse between her thighs that had woken her deep in the night, and her fingers trembled with need. She had to feel that pleasure, that pressure on her sex, and her hand pressed the thick material of her skirt betwixt her legs. It was just the tiny tease of sensation and she knew it wasn’t enough.

      It couldn’t be.

      Her fingertips pressed down harder on that throbbing nub and stilled it for a moment, but her entire body felt hot. She was so deep beneath the world, hidden to all but the two men, and her breath hitched.

      How could terror be so intertwined with lustful need?

      The two powerful bodies impacted one another again, and again. They struck out, nails and fists hitting each other with loud, dull thuds as they postured, swayed and struck out. They were so mighty, and their pale, muscular forms held such power in them as they attempted to win their contest.

      Thia could only watch as they struck, and the dark haired one buried his fist into the others stomach. The hit caused the fiendish man to buckle over and hiss in pain.

      Their bodies grappled together, thick, bulging limbs pressing and squeezing as they pushed and pulled one another back and forth. They were like glorious gladiators of the dark reaches of the earth, and she watched as the long white haired man struck his two fists upon the spine of the other, while the dark hammered his fist into the man’s side again and again.

      She wanted to tell them to stop, though she didn’t understand why and her attempt turned into nothing more than a moan. It was futile. Her thoughts had so quickly disappeared as her fingers rubbed over the thick cloth of her skirt and she leaned against the strange wall to steady herself.

      She wanted to flee, begged herself to get away from the brawling madmen that wanted her so badly. Her eyes drifted to the rope once more, hanging so tantalizingly out of reach, but she couldn’t force her legs to move. They felt weighted down, her entire body so heavy with exhaustion and fear.

      Thia waffled as her inner battle raged while the two men brutalized one another, and peering back, she saw as the dark haired one hammered the other, and she heard the sound of a rib breaking beneath his pounding fist.

      It looked to be nearing its end, the white fiend breaking, exhausted and pummeled, until he lunged for the others throat and sunk his fangs into it. With a hissing cry from the short-dark haired brute he ripped out a chunk of his throat in a gory mess, shoved him to the ground and stomped him into a bloody pulp.

      Her mouth dropped open but her scream was silent, and her body responded only with more heated blood rushing to her sex. Her blue eyes watered as they widened in horror and disgust, but she couldn’t stop her furious rubbing, couldn’t quell her dangerous need.

      However, before he could look back at her—his prize, hard fought and won—her legs finally moved. She just needed to get to the rope. To climb to wherever it led.

      Her feet crunched on the ground, stones skittering beneath her feet as she leapt for the hard, brittle rope once more.

      Thia missed. Her legs were too much like jelly to propel her to the rope, and as she fell to the stone wall, she slid down it and turned to see the battered man coming towards her. One side of his body was clutched in hand as he limped in her direction, his handsome face now a gory mess of blood and bestial desire.

      He lunged for her with his one free arm, grabbed her ankle and pulled her across the stone alleyway towards himself. “Mine,” was all he managed to say in his rasping, horrid voice, so much more strained following the brutal fight.

      She cried out and heard the sound all around her. Her body felt like it was boiling, her dress too hot for her even as she grabbed onto the wall to try to pull herself up and away from him.

      Even in his injured state, however, he was stronger than the petite, blonde noble, and her struggles were fruitless.

      Worst still, she didn’t understand why her body fought. He looked every bit the monster, but her dreams kept flooding her consciousness. Wasn’t this what I had wanted?

      The futile struggle ended as he dragged her across the ground towards him, his heaving, hard chest looming over her as he bore down upon her. That look in his eyes something of pure animal need. Deeper than lust, deeper than hunger. He bore his two pointed fangs as he pushed his hand into her gut and kept her pinned.

      Time seemed to freeze, and the fear of her imminent doom gripped her. He was going to gore her like he had his companion, and part of her wanted that. Welcomed it. Had waited for it for endless years, and did not shy away from such a bloody end in the bowels of the earth.

      Thia did her best to war against that part of herself, but surrender or no, he had her. No amount of strength or will she could muster would change that.

      She was so consumed with her dread and welcoming of her demise that she didn’t notice the enhanced darkness that came up behind the fiend. Part of her even twinged in regret as a hand shot out, took hold of its long, white hair and wrenched it back from her.

      Another hand lashed out at that bloody face, and a strike hit the former victor, leaving his cheek wrenched open, and a bloody mess of flesh and teeth showing through the side.

      Her former violator raised a fist to fight back, but another slashing strike hit him and the horror watching the fiend’s eye dangle out of its socket was nearly too much for poor Thia.

      “No!” she cried, and was shocked by the word as it lingered in the air. It was too much! She’d spent all her life waiting for this moment, for this man. To have it all wrenched from her?

      Yet that part of her, that deep, human pit in her stomach was filled with gratitude and thankfulness that this wasn’t the end. That someone... something... had saved her. Her entire body felt like it had been torn open and exposed, yet she still lived, and could feel that thud thud of her heart reminding her of the truth.

      The perseverance of that fiend astonished her though, he fought back even with half his face missing. The slender, dark figure dodged the blow though, and a swift motion—a kick?—hit him up in under his chin and she could hear bone break. His neck snapped, and he fell back to the rocky floor.

      Thia was alone with her saviour in that ominous alley. In that dark pit of the earth.

      She couldn’t make him out though, he was shrouded in darkness. Tall and slender, he was nothing like the men—the fiends—that had tried to ravish and feed upon her. He—it?—stood over her in silence, masked by dimness and his own dark flesh, like a pillar of obsidian.

      She stared at him, and her entire body fluttered like a leaf in the autumn winds. “Why?” she asked, and even she wasn’t sure if it was a protest or something else. Surely she didn’t wish to be eaten, to be devoured by the strange men.

      Even the thought, the reminder that she had for a split second so desired it, rankled her mind and body. She felt her stomach tighten and she leaned to the side, coughing at the dirt. She couldn’t even vomit with disgust, even as she inhaled the blood and gore tinged air.

      It didn’t speak to her, but she heard something. Some faint sound. Not like the crawling noise that first led her here, but something faintly familiar nonetheless.

      It watched her in silence, then as she struggled to get up it leaned forward. She felt its hand upon her arm as he pulled her up to her feet, and then she could see something more at least. The long dark overcoat it wore was a century or more out of fashion, with a high collar, and what looked like a hat from before instead appeared to be a strange hairdo that curved up at the back of its head like a large frond.

      Thia’s legs were still weak, and she leaned towards him. She didn’t understand what was happening, and her wide eyes pleaded with him. “I need to go home.” Exhaustion washed through her and she felt her slim stomach tighten and gnarl with lack of food. How long had she been down here?

      Silence still. It watched her, and as her large blue eyes trailed down its arm to where it grasped her, she felt it. A voice. In her mind. “Going above is not easy.” She winced. It was strange, like the words were formed in her brain by the cacophony of crawling noises so long remembered, a million little harsh sounds combining into something like a man’s voice.

      She gasped and her hand went to her temple, feeling along the golden strands of hair as if touching her head could help her understand. She swallowed and her head tilted.

      What was he?

      “You...” she murmured, and she thought back to her dreams, to the odd nights that she felt something calling for her, and the chittering that followed.

      “Please... I don’t understand this place.”

      His hand did not leave her arm, and she heard his odd voice in her head again. “I saved you from those two, but there are more. Many more dangers,” she heard something then with her ears, a soft noise, barely audible, like the faint chittering of an insect. That and the empty stare without a face that gazed back at her in the dark of the caverns.

      Was he a danger, though?

      He certainly seemed to be everything that she’d been warned against, yet he’d saved her. Protected her from being devoured, and the reminder that she’d wanted that for even a second made her stomach churn again.

      “I’m scared,” she confessed on a breath. She never should have left her bed, never should have come into this infinite basement with its unnatural secrets.

      She felt something then, as if instead of words he spoke to her in her mind with emotion. It was strange, inhuman emotion though. Something almost like sympathy, but not. Something like an urge to protect, but not. Something like desire, but again, not.

      He released her thin arm and spoke into her mind again, “No running. You cannot run from these dangers. Only hide.” He looked up at the rope then back to her, “Come. I will show you. Hide you. Trust.” And there it was again, that faint little chitter of noise as the backs of his dark, void-like fingers brushed her arm with their rough touch.

      She had no other options, no other hope but to trust this... creature. This man that was nothing like a man, and she moved closer to him as if in response. She didn’t understand how he’d invaded her mind, how those weird sounds formed something intelligible. Her fear was palpable, and her hand reached out for him. “I tried to get up there,” she murmured.

      With that he put his arm about her waist and held her to him. He was slender compared to those great fiends that had battled it out over the right to devour her, but he was far taller than her, his body hard. He reached up for the rope and took hold of it with ease.

      There was no warning, he pulled them both up by that alien rope with some deftness that should have been impossible with only one free hand to use. He scaled that cliff-like wall at a surprisingly rapid pace, though when she peered down at the bloody alley below, she felt the world spin as she realized in a mixture of sudden fear and terrible excitement that all that held her from falling to her doom was that one strange creature’s singular hold.

      It was as if she were looking at life through a haze of confusion, as if it were a dream. Nothing seemed quite right, not even herself. She wasn’t acting right. She didn’t feel right. Her body wasn’t her own, and for a moment she thought she was going to faint before she forced herself right once more.

      There had been none of the fungal blooms in the alley below, only the light sprinkling of spores that allowed her to see the pale forms of those deceased attackers, but as she entered at last into the hole in the rock face above, she had to squint momentarily at the light of all the fungus. It looked to her like a cave at first, ripe with the blue-white glow of the mushrooms, though as he put her down she saw it was more than that.

      Old stone desks and shelves hinted that this was a home or building, hewed from the stone like the others below. Unlike the stonework of the stairs though, she could see that this was well taken care of. Aside from the fungus it was tidy, and the intricate craftsmanship of the bizarrely angled furniture was breathtaking, if jarringly alien.

      Even as he put her down she still clung to him, as if she were afraid to leave him. The only safe thing in this twisted underworld, and she was afraid he’d disappear just like he had before. That she’d be left to the flesh and blood of the strange men with their red eyes and their powerful need.

      Thia trembled on her weak knees, and her voice was so raspy. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      His response didn’t come in words, it was a feeling that swept her. It was different, but she knew the undertones of it intimately: rejection. He denied her statement through emotion, not words.

      It was strange, and she turned her head towards him and up to look into his blank visage. Then surprise greeted her. In the glow of the mushroom-lanterns she could see him, albeit faintly. His obsidian flesh blended into the darkness of the caverns so well, it was hard to make him out even then. But the smooth almost boyish jawline led up across his face until it blended into something monstrous. Eyes like pools of oil, exotically shaped, not ovals, not circular, three cornered and alien. Hair like small tendrils that swept back over his head.

      Her saviour was more monstrous in appearance than the fiends that had sought to devour her.

      Her lip trembled, and she wasn’t certain if she screamed, but felt her tongue move in her mouth. Repulsion swept through her and fear twisted in her heart. She didn’t know what to make of it, of him, but she wanted to go home. To wake up in her soft bed, and know safety.

      That wasn’t an option though. She had to contend with this reality. Contend with him.

      That flood of foreign emotion swept over her again, she could feel his response to her horror: anger? No, not anger. Something like it. Disappointment? Frustration? Very nearly.

      She watched as the smooth line of his—its—mouth opened, and like those fiends below two fangs protruded. Though these were longer, more slender. Curved. His mouth trembled and a strange chittering sound emerged, like that which had called her to the underworld at first.

      He pulled the rope up into the hole-of-a-home then swept past her deeper into the place. He was so odd, so alien.

      “You’re not going to kill me?” she asked, no longer clinging to his side like a lost child. Instead she was standing back, forcing her eyes away from the gore that lay beneath.

      Why had he called her here? Made her leave the safety of her home? She’d known of him for so long, yet his terrifying visage was enough to make her squirm.

      It didn’t quite make sense though. The things below... those fiends that sought to devour her had been in her visions. She had felt the pull towards them. She did not feel it towards this... aberration of a man.

      In his anachronistic coat, the man-thing moved about, giving no answer right away. But when he returned he had with him a bowl, filled with strange mushrooms, and at the heart a large upturned beetle, with its carapace cracked open and its meaty innards puffed out. “No kill,” came its chittering voice inside her brain. “Eat.”

      She was certain she made a face, for that was the most disgusting serving of food she could have been offered. Yet still, her stomach growled with need beyond her, and she shifted with uncertainty. She hadn’t eaten in so long, and her body felt so weary, her mind fogged with dizziness.

      “This is a bug.” She was unable to hide her disgust even as she took the bowl.

      A bug and the macabre fungus that bloomed from the corpses of the dead, her mind added.

      He simply echoed a “Yes” in her mind and reached down, pinching off some of that white, puffy bug meat with his clawed fingers and mimed eating it. He didn’t, however, and instead offered it to her upon his fingers, and she felt some strange, inhuman emotion that resembled caring – was this thing capable of tenderness? – emanate from him.

      Her nose crinkled, but even her disgust couldn’t outweigh her very primal need for food. She took it with a ravenous craving, even as the texture felt rubbery and hideously oily against her tongue. She swallowed it with a quick gulp and nearly choked, but her need for food grew, and she took the second clump of meat on her own.

      She was quiet as she devoured the disgusting meal, her body trembling as she realized just how famished she’d become.

      All the while he watched her. His quiet approval was a foreign emotion that invaded her consciousness. He was a monster, and she knew not what he wanted, but she knew he didn’t want her dead.

      Trapped in that hellish land beneath the earth, he seemed to be utterly fascinated by her curious differences. He reached out, and with his dark, clawed fingers he stroked her straight blonde hair with a tentative sort of exploration.

      She didn’t move away, but she cringed as she finished off the puffed meat of the bug. She couldn’t bring herself to dine on the fungus of the dead, though, and she offered it back to him with an urgency. She didn’t want it tempting her, that disgusting, strange glow taunting her.

      “I can’t stay,” she pleaded. “I don’t want to be here.”

      She could feel his own twinge of disappointment at her words, and he reluctantly took the bowl from her. “No easy way above,” came his scratchy voice in her brain again, and he laid the bowl aside to stand up before her.

      He was so tall, and she could see through his open coat that his chest was bare beneath. His dark black-brown flesh hard and lean, slender, but corded with muscle fibre. He lifted both of his hands to her head, and stroked over her blonde hair with each, she could feel the fondness, the... it wasn’t quite right, not a human’s emotions. It was different.

      “You will be safer here,” he assured as he tenderly stroked her head and hair. “I will tend you. Care for you. Protect you,” and she could see the memory of the two blood-fiends fighting over her and this... thing coming to rescue her from the victor. It was as if he replayed that memory into her mind.

      She shouldn’t need protecting! Tears welled in her eyes, and fear had replaced all the curiosity and desire that had forced her into that hole in the first place. She simply wanted to go home. To not know of this horrible place beneath the earth’s crust, beneath her very home, if she could bring herself to stay after this.

      “But they wanted to eat me,” she pleaded. “How can I be safe where people want to eat me?”

      His black pools that sufficed as eyes stared at her, seemed fascinated by her every little movement. He moved his own lips as if in mimicry of hers, and in a very amateurish attempt to sync his lip’s movement with the words he put into her mind he said, “Me. I make you safe.” It was followed by a quiver of his lips and those fearsome fangs of his, a chittering emerging from his mouth in time as he neared her beautiful face.

      “What is this place?”

      She felt so dizzy and swooned, on the brink of passing out. How much time had passed since she arrived? She reached out, grabbing hold of his forearm and righting herself. She should be terrified of him, of his alienness. He didn’t look right, as if he were from not of this world, but he’d saved her. In her sleepy delirium, it was enough.

      He held her, arms holding her up and steadying her. Though her weary mind took time to realize it wasn’t with the two arms she could see. He still stroked and held her head, admiring her human features with such fascination.

      From within his large coat a second pair of arms had emerged and wrapped about her. This new set was like the two he held her with, save for having three hooked talon-like digits a piece.

      It was as if the terror had reached its peak and no longer could she make sense of it. Her face went pale, and it was in that instant that she lost all consciousness.

      It was too much.
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      Thia was slow to regain consciousness, though the first thing she experienced was an alien emotion in her mind: wanting.

      She felt strange physically, and it took her a while to realize she was laying down upon some flat, hard surface. She felt something itchy against her backside like fabric, but certainly not the rich cloth of her dress. Her big, blue eyes fluttered open and she looked up, seeing the visage of that dark monster over top of her.

      He no longer wore the old-fashioned coat, and his body was bare from the waist up. She could see his form in all its misshapen ‘glory’. The corded muscle that looked like it was woven from fibres beneath his skin, the twin sets of arms, the long, proboscis like tongue of his that was licking out from his fanged-maw over the wound upon her bare leg.

      She was naked.

      Thia cried out as she shifted away from him, her hands desperately moving to cover her body. She still felt so sluggish, sedated, her mind not comprehending what was happening. An acute awareness of her former dreamy state came rushing into her consciousness unbidden. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. She’d been having a nightmare about ghouls in the dark, and strange, almost insectoid men, but that was a dream. Nothing that could hurt her... yet the feel of his tongue was so real!

      The sight of him, his twisted body, was even more so.

      He looked at her with those dark pools, staring in quizzical silence. She could feel the saliva of his long, white tongue like a slimy film over her leg wound. As she covered herself in that scratchy grey sheet, the only covering she could find, he crawled up over her like nothing human could.

      He gave her a dark stare as he twisted his head to the side, his words invading her mind. “Hurt,” he said simply, and before her hackles could raise in fright he added. “Heal your hurts.”

      “Where are my clothes?” she trembled, her voice warbling as he prowled over her. Even though her dress was tattered and dirty, it was softer and more comfortable than the itchy blanket she tried to cover herself in. It felt more like cheap carpet than a sheet, and it did nothing to calm her fear.

      “Where am I?”

      “Home,” came his response immediately, and she could only watch as that dark creature loomed over her, reached out to stroke her hair once more with one of its four limbs. “You are safe,” came its reassurance, and she realized she was in a different part of that hole-in-the-wall-home. Its lean, hard muscled chest rising and falling before her as it clicked softly.

      Her throat felt so dry and she shook her head. “This isn’t my home,” she protested. “This is... scary.” The sleep had done nothing to reignite her curiosity, as if being here were the sole driving force of it. As if she’d been born to be here, to seek it out, and to explore no more after that.

      As the creature continued to stroke her hair so tenderly—so lovingly, she realized!—her horror at the place was diverted for only a moment as she realized the odd little corner she was nestled in.

      No sign of her dress, though the greyish fabric that covered her was everywhere. It looked nothing like the fabric she’d found covering the home’s doors and windows outside. It seemed somehow freshly spun despite its scratchy nature against her pale form. She was rested upon a bed covered in it, a bed of stone, but a bed no less. And all about her were arrayed oddities. Little trinkets, strange gems and pottery, and more of that greyish fabric fashioned into designs around her bed.

      “Not scary,” he reassured her, his bizarre, dark face looming so close to her that made his statement almost laughable. “Home. Safe. Yours.” He chittered lightly, and she could feel that he—unlike the fiends—was not cold. Even his breath had some slight edge of warmth to it. “Made you home. Special for you,” and his two lower arms formed a giving gesture, as if he were offering her something.

      She felt like she was going to cry out of frustration, of fear, of appreciation, all at once. She wanted to accept his gifts and be gracious like she’d always been taught. To be kind to those who helped you.
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