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To Shree Radharani, the divine muse behind the quiet courage to begin.


To my mother’s prayer, soundless yet steadfast, cradling this journey long before I knew I’d walk it.


And to my husband, for being the silence that let my stories speak.




Prologue


PREPARE YOURSELF FOR A JOURNEY THROUGH THESE SPINE-CHILLING narratives, where the line between rational and irrational is blurred. The book’s name serves as a cautionary notice for you that each story will creep you out with fear of unknown, unseen, and unheard things (we call them crawlies) that might crawl out at night from under your bed. Each story serves as an individual fear-inducing spooky tale that comes from a different folklore, thus ensuring that, in the process, we have a whole checklist of horror folklore and creepy crawlies checked.


Fear! In the shadows of our minds, fear lurks – an ancient, primal force that shapes our actions, fuels our anxieties, and haunts our dreams.


The revered Oxford dictionary classifies fear as both a noun and a verb. As a noun, it refers to an unpleasant emotion generated by the threat of danger, pain, or harm. As a verb, it is to be scared of someone or something because they are likely to be dangerous, painful, or harmful.


Our worst fears can manifest in a variety of forms. It could be as simple as an undesirable situation like acne right before prom night for a girl. Or it could be something really evil – maybe your sinister twin? The fear could be you, yourself, or an ominous secret that you have been guarding for so long. However, fear at its very worst becomes terror, and it often stems from a non-living entity or object like that old almira in your basement, the necklace you bought from a thrifty garage sale, or the unknown thing that resides in your attic and makes muffled noises at night.


Here in Creepy Crawlies, each tale is a testament to the power of fear, a reminder that sometimes the greatest horrors are the ones we carry within. The following collection of stories delves into the darkest recesses of human emotion, where every creak, whisper, and shadow could herald impending doom.


Mind you! Some of these stories may trigger some of your phobias for life; be prepared to confront your deepest fears, for in these pages, they come to life:


Chalawa: Two siblings have been keeping each other’s secret for years.


Dybbuk: A New Year’s resolution turns into a nightmare. Be careful of the promises you make!


Jorōgumo: In this spine-tingling story, seemingly innocent creatures turn into terrifying monsters, straight out of legend.


Zombies: The classic horror of the dead rising from their graves.


Ghoul: Not all Hotel California–inspired road trips are so lovely after all. Some destinations are meant to be left unexplored, and some roads lead only to despair.


Shakchunni: Ever heard of the phrase ‘Albatross across the neck’? What if a man is living this horrid fate every day? This relentless torment serves as a grim parable of guilt and retribution.


Chupacabra: Black ravens and black cats are classic messengers of evil, but what about black goats? Well! They represent Satan himself.


Kappa: What is worse than a demon itself? A child demon is stubborn, and once you make a promise to him, you have to keep it.


Ifrit: We have siblings again, but this time we learn that too much love and attachment can take you through hell, quite literally!


Chitauli: Are ghosts and demons the only scary entities in this world? I would say technology might soon take over as a new frontier of terror, where humanity’s creations turn against them.




CHALAWA
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Chalawa is a supernatural entity based in Indian folklore that has a penchant for trickery and creating illusions. But can only such entities create illusions and trickery?




THE CANAL-FACING D’SOUZA BUNGALOW SEAMLESSLY MERGES INTO its surroundings. Its glass façade, perforations, and unending foliage are fading witnesses to the sundry generations that have passed through its doors. But it wasn’t always like this. In its glory days, the mansion, teeming with life, used to experience renovations every Christmas.


However, with Ramsay’s only son not being around for so long, the former’s spirit was also subdued, making him unable to keep the tradition alive. As a result, the house suffered through some rough times. A sense of foreboding overtook the bungalow. Surrounded by unkempt, overgrown trees, the windows of the house felt darker, filled with dirt. They created shadows that played tricks on your eyes even in broad daylight.


This was, however, about to change. After five long years of waiting, the D’Souza Bungalow was going to be lit up on Christmas; its dark windows dusted off, foliage trimmed, and dried leaves blown away. For the first time in years, it looked less like a forbidden, abandoned castle and more like a beautiful, inviting mansion.


‘Mom, I have tried to prepare Dada’s favourite vindaloo,’ Christina chirped.


‘Thank you, my darling Chrissy, you’ve always been the sweetest pea! Since when have you become so proficient in cooking, my darl—’ Molly’s praises were cut short by the screech of tyres on the front porch.


‘They are here! They are here!’ Molly heard Ramsay shout. Chrissy ran to the porch, overtaking her Mama, who had become slow with age. The faded blue door of the run-down Maruti Omni slid open, splitting the red text ‘Vizag Mental Asylum’, revealing the other half of Christina’s soul, her twin Christian.


Mr and Mrs D’Souza engulfed a rather hassled-looking Christian in a bear hug. He had left this house in the same van at the tender age of ten, and today he returned a fine young man of fifteen. Well, ‘fine’ from the outside at least – just like the newly painted D’Souza Bungalow, the insides of which still bore dents of sordid tales.


Everyone walked Christian inside. Everyone but Christina, who stood there, as if frozen in time, watching her brother with as much joy, adulation, and fascination as possible. However, her trance was soon broken, along with her heart, when Christian turned around, only to return a sceptical look that gave way to a despicable frown.


‘Honey, it looks like you have lost weight. Tell Mama honestly. Did the people at the institute not give you enough food to eat?’ Molly asked, hugging his waif of a boy.


Christian didn’t reply, his eyes still fixated on his twin, his face still contorted into a frown.


‘Molly, is it always the food for you? I mean look at the boy, he is clearly tired from the journey. What say, lad. Do you want to sleep a bit before dinner?’ Mr D’Souza asked, patting Christian’s shoulder, who still didn’t reply but tore his gaze from Christina and silently moved towards the parlour.


‘Come, Chrissy, help me out a bit, and let’s give your brother some time alone,’ said Molly, dragging the former towards the kitchen.


Mr D’Souza took the hint and followed suit.


‘Mom, do you think he is upset with me?’ whispered Chrissy in the kitchen while helping her mother with the dessert.


‘Who? Chris? No...Sweetie, why would you say that?’ Mrs D’Souza consoled her daughter with a quick peck on the head.


‘Do you think he would still do those things? Maybe he still has an affinity for knife-work...’ Chrissy muttered slowly, only to be immediately interrupted by her dad. ‘Chrissy, we don’t discuss things of the past in this house, all right? Now, go give your brother some company in the living room. I will help Mama with dessert.’


‘Ahem!’


Startled by the sudden voice, the three turned around to find Christian standing there.


‘Dad, can we go for a walk? It’s stuffy inside,’ said Christian, in a voice that was all too familiar and, yet unfamiliar, booming with hormones spurting of adolescence.


Christian had finally said something, although still refraining from any eye contact with them. His eyes were glued to the invisible spot on the floor. Nevertheless, the D’Souzas were happy that he had finally broken that unbeknownst vow of silence and had come up with something other than a guttural noise. In fact, it was much more meaningful; it was a request! After so many years their child had requested something, and his wish must be fulfilled.


‘Why not, son? What say we reignite our Christmas tradition of picking logs together for the fireplace? Hmm? Let’s go!’ Ramsay chimed without waiting for Christian’s reply, entwining their arms and dragging him towards the backdoor that led to the woods.


Christian accompanied him quietly, shooting another lingering look at his twin. This time something churned in Chrissy’s insides. She felt cold beads of perspiration wet her neck despite the wintry month of December.


‘Mom, I’ll go prepare a warm bath for Dada,’ she announced, trying her best to divert her focus from Chris’s stiff behaviour while still looking elated.


‘I am so glad time hasn’t changed the bond you two share. Surely, he’ll feel elated to see a comforting, warm bubble bath when he returns,’ she told Chrissy while gently squeezing her shoulders with affection.


Chrissy ran upstairs, sneakily wiping a rogue tear from her left eye.


An hour later, Molly was ready with her seven-course meal. She was setting the dinner table when she heard a commotion. It was only when the noise grew into wild lamentation did she go out to check. It was Rani and Patil, their new neighbours, a young couple.


‘Aye, Rani, what happened, baba?’ Molly asked in her usual motherly manner.


‘My baby...my baby, I had just put him in a stroller on the porch, and then it started to get cold and windy, so I thought let me just quickly grab the blanket from inside. I did not even take five minutes, but when I came back...he was gone...gone! Our baby...Why would someone take him, Patil?’ she cried, sobbing uncontrollably.


By now, even Molly was stricken with terror, grief, and confusion. She knew that the poor couple had been trying for a baby ever since they moved here, eighteen months ago. But were unable to conceive, despite the best of treatments. It was no less than a miracle of God when four months ago, Rani delivered a premature baby, Ravi. Molly thought back to when Rani had narrated with great pride her journey to Molly, about the former’s perseverance through the testing time, keeping faith in the Lord and the Lord finally rewarding Rani with a miracle in the form of Ravi.


Rani’s inconsolable crying had garnered the attention of other residents from faraway blocks too. By now, Molly saw her husband and daughter rushing out from the bungalow.


‘Ramsay, when did you come back? And where is Christian?’ Molly asked aside in a broken whisper.


‘He said he was feeling cold...so...’ He looked at Molly when realization struck him, making him turn his sentence over. ‘You and Chrissy, go inside and check his room. I’ll stay here with Rani.’


As Molly accompanied Christina inside, she could hear some of the old residents talking.


‘Oh, apparently he is back,’ said one.


‘Aah, now it will all begin again!’ cackled another.


As poor Molly and her daughter ascended the rustic Georgian-style staircase, with each step, the voices from outside became increasingly louder.


And with each step, Molly leaned more and more onto the railing, her frail, old hands gripping the railing tightly as if she feared fainting any moment.


‘Mama, are you okay?’ Chrissy asked, supporting her mother’s heavy frame with her mousy build.


‘Yes, child,’ the typical mother in Molly spoke, trying to make her child comfortable over easing her own discomfort.


Molly knew now was not the time to fall weak, so she pulled herself together. ‘Chrissy, you wait right where you are and keep listening to what the people outside are saying. I will call you if needed.’


‘Okay, Mama,’ Chrissy nodded like the obedient child she was.


‘What are you talking about?’ Molly overheard another booming shriek from Patil, as she struggled to reach the last step of the staircase leading to their estranged son’s room.


Shunning the voices from outside and those on the inside, she mustered all her courage and tried opening Christian’s door. It was jammed. Despite Molly using all her strength, when the door didn’t open, she had to call for Christina’s help. She came running to her mother’s aid and together they opened the door.


If the voices outside were horrifying, the scene inside the room was worse. They saw Christian fidgeting to perfectly secure duct tape on Ravi’s mouth. The baby was frantically drumming his little hands in futile gestures of struggle.


‘Christian! What have you done?’ Molly shrieked but instantly lost her voice on hearing faint sirens in the background. The next thing she heard were some quick footsteps on the staircase outside and, in no time, the door to Christian’s room opened with a loud bang.


‘My baby...my baby...You psychopath!’ Rani shouted.


And with that, Patil and a few other members of the nameless crowd started beating Christian up. Rani retrieved Ravi and removed the duct tape from his tender mouth. While the mother in Molly was crying for her son, she also felt relieved that by God’s grace, Rani had Ravi by her side once again.


Once the duct tape was removed, there were two bellowing voices in the room: one was Ravi’s frantic cries, and the other was of Christian’s pain-filled moans, from the thrashing he was receiving from the fanatical crowd.


‘Please...Please stop,’ Ramsay gasped, winded after dashing up the hefty flight of stairs despite his years, barely able to control his tears now. The poor father tried to intervene, only to get beaten along with Christian.


‘How can they barge into our house like this, Ramsay?’ asked a terrified Molly.


‘I...I tried to stop them. I even asked them to call the police first, but they didn’t hear me,’ he said in a defeated voice while still trying to protect his son from beatings.


‘Stop it, Ramsay! This is not the first time your psycho son has killed someone. Remember the last time, before your son was sent to the asylum? A couple of gouged bodies of local animals and pets were found in his possession,’ said an old man from the crowd.
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