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The Prologue
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Jerry Wentz woke up this morning with a terrible headache. He knew he had stayed up late last night watching television, though he couldn’t tell you what it was he had stayed up watching.

The last thing he remembered was watching a documentary on the Bermuda Triangle (from which he had learned a few things he didn’t already know), looking in on his wife and two sons (all of whom were sleeping soundly, a luxury he hadn’t enjoyed in two months), making himself a snack (crunchy peanut butter and grape jelly on whole wheat bread, with a big pile of potato chips on the side), and then sitting down to watch some more TV.

After that, things start to get a little fuzzy.

He remembered taking a bite of his sandwich, getting a handful of chips to hold in reserve as he began to chew, grabbing the remote, sitting back on the couch, and then commencing to flip through the channels in hopes of finding something good to watch at such an ungodly hour.

When he awoke four hours later (almost time to get up and get ready for work), the television was on (an infomercial for a garment that, when worn properly, would make the wearer appear drastically thinner), the remote was on the floor, the potato chips were all crunched up in his clenched fist, and the one bite of peanut butter and jelly was still in his mouth. Everything else was just as he had left it.

As the effects of sleep continued to wear off, and Jerry became more lucid and, in turn, more confused, he began gagging on the soggy mess in his mouth. He sat up on the couch and leaned forward, over the coffee table, letting the sandwich ooze out of his mouth and onto the plate, where the rest of the food sat, getting stale, then wiped the crumbs from his hands and lap. He found these events to be very strange but decided it must be a result of the annoying insomnia he had suffered recently. A little embarrassed, he was glad the rest of the family was still in bed.

He had gotten ready for work and eaten breakfast without incident, so he kissed his wife and boys good-bye and then headed off for another eight-hour day at his mind-numbingly terrible, stupid, pointless job.

He paused at the door a moment, his hand on the half-turned knob. He wondered why he had just thought that. He had a good-paying government job with great benefits and a wonderful retirement package. He liked his job.

Actually, if he was to be completely honest with himself, he used to like his job. When had that happened?

His wife, noticing his strange behavior (for the second time that morning), asked him if he was feeling all right, snapping him out of his little trance. He assured her that he was fine. He said he just felt like he had forgotten something, which wasn’t entirely untrue. He shook his head and shrugged (oh well), then kissed her again and headed out toward the driveway and his car.

On the way, he realized that these feelings had only gotten really bad over the course of the past two months, about the same time the insomnia started. He wondered if there was a connection between the two. More than that, he wondered how he could have such conflicting thoughts about his job, and not remember how or why it started. For a moment there, all he felt was a deep hatred for the work and the people he worked with.

Strange.

But now he was driving, and feeling much better (except for the stupid headache, of course), and so he tried to focus on the traffic, hard as it was. He would later admit to having a lot of strange thoughts on the way to work. Hearing things, too (probably just from being so tired). Also, his eyes were very dry and blurry (probably just from falling asleep with his contacts in again), and so they were playing tricks on him.

When Jerry arrived at work (early as usual), he walked into the building, hung his coat on the coatrack, went to his desk, and sat down. He smiled at Alice, the older woman who sat at the desk across from him, and then looked over his workstation. He was missing a certain form that he was told to fill out first thing in the morning. He knew he had left it sitting on his desk the afternoon before; he had even placed a small paperweight on top of it so it wouldn’t go anywhere overnight.

He opened the top drawer of his desk.

There was a moment of confusion, and then one of fear, but that was all. He saw it, realized what it was, and then there was nothing. Everything went black. Had he fainted from the sight of it? That didn’t seem right. Witnesses would later testify that he had suffered from “some kind of seizure, or something.”

Jerry (his mind still working on some level, trying instinctively to fight its way out of the blackness) thought he heard the faint sound of sirens in the distance. That, or people screaming.
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The House Spider
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CLICK CLICK

There it was again.

CLICK-CLICK-CLICK

Where was it coming from? That clicking sound.

Silence.

It smells like death in here, he thought. Like a dead animal.

He listened again. His eyes scanned the shadows in the fading light. His breathing was deliberate, very slow, so as not to make a sound.

No more clicking.

Whatever. It was getting dark, and the electricity still wasn’t on. Wouldn’t be until Monday morning, if he was to believe what the woman over the phone had told him. He didn’t bring his lanterns up either, because he really hadn’t planned on staying so late, but once he got up there and started working, cleaning, thinking of all the grand possibilities, he’d simply lost track of time. He wondered now where that left him. Should he continue, or pack it up and go home for the night? He tried aimlessly looking around the room, hoping the solution would present itself, but it didn’t.

Hmm. He chewed on his lower lip a bit, thinking.

He did have a flashlight, but how much work could you actually get done while trying to hold on to a flashlight? He raised one eyebrow, effectively answering his own question. No, it was looking like his work was about done for the day. And with that, he bent over and flipped up the lid of the cooler that sat at his feet like a loyal dog, just waiting to serve. The ice had long since melted, but the insulated walls had kept the water cool, and that was good enough for him.

He thrust his hand inside, diving in and rescuing a bottle of water that floated buoyantly near the surface. He pulled it out, shook it off, and drank half of its contents down in an instant. After which, he held the bottle up, close to his mouth, letting it wait there as he exhaled loudly, satisfied. It was good. Cold.

He took another drink, this time slowly filling his mouth to capacity. That was when he noticed his right hand. After dunking it into the cooler it looked remarkably cleaner than his left—up to the wrist, anyway; past that he was still completely filthy. He closed his eyes and savored the mouthful of water a moment longer before swallowing it.

It was then that the thought of the windows returned to him for the second time that day, the windows that were old and painted shut. Those stubborn things were to blame for the lack of air from which he now found himself suffering. With the back of his cleaner hand, he wiped the sweat from his upper lip and thought that if it weren’t for all those thick, dirty spiderwebs, more light might shine through. That wouldn’t cool the place down at all, but at least he’d be able to see what he was doing.

He figured he should probably knock some of those down―another half hour of light meant another half hour for him to piddle around. There was a lot of work to be done on this old house, and it would be nice if the workers could get started right away Monday morning. After all, the less they had to do, the less he had to pay them.

He really hated spiders, though. Disgusting little creatures. Still, he couldn’t wait to see the place cleaned up. So the question was, could he find a long enough broom?

CLICK CLICK-CLICK CLICK

What is that?

He spun on his heels, shuffling his feet with a clenched fist, quickly looking into every dark corner of the room. He was no longer concerned about keeping quiet, only concerned with discovering the source of that noise. His brow furrowed, his eyes narrowed, he was starting to get irritated, defensive, as if someone were playing an annoying prank on him.

But that was ridiculous, childish even. He was the only one in the house, the only person for at least three miles in any direction, as a matter of fact.

He took in a deep breath and calmed back down. Rational thought returned.

It’s probably just the wind, he tried to reassure himself. Probably. It was a big house.

But it was an odd sound. He couldn’t quite place it. It didn’t sound like settling, didn’t sound like an animal.

And so there he stood, alone in the large parlor, in the dark orange light of the setting sun, listening to unseen things and getting a little more nervous than a grown man ought to, when he saw it, standing in the corner, beckoning him, reminding him.

A broom. A broom with an unfortunately long handle.

He let out a sigh long enough to cover both how foolish he felt and his dread for the chore at hand, then finished the rest of the water, screwed the cap back on, and threw the bottle into the large, black trashcan that sat in the middle of the room. As soon as it left his hand he remembered the separate container for recyclables he had put in the kitchen, but instead snatched up the broom and went to work on the webs. He swept them off of glass and out of corners, from floor to ceiling. He winced and cringed as dozens of spiders scurried away from their demolished homes. He dared not let them out of his sight, though, for fear that they might come to him for refuge. Not to mention, if he closed his eyes, he’d only imagine worse. The spiders would be bigger and hairier than they actually were, crawling up onto his shoes and under the denim of his jeans.

Great. Now he was itching. Everywhere. The tingle of phantom spiders crawling all over his skin. But he kept going, despite the fact that he was probably going to have nightmares tonight, despite the fact that he would keep his wife awake as he tossed and turned and moaned. He had a problem with talking in his sleep, especially when he was troubled by something (like the thought of being attacked by hundreds of thousands of spiders, for instance), which she was particularly fond of. But he kept going. He kept knocking the spiderwebs down all over the parlor, kept stomping on the spiders as they hurried away―They’re more afraid of you than you are of them.―and he kept doing it because this house was going to change everything. All those years of flipping real estate, he knew his luck was finally going to turn around with this one. It was going to be a thing of beauty.

CLICK CLICK-CLICK

He whirled around. That...sounded different. Was different, somehow. His jaw tightened. His nostrils flared. His grip on the broom grew even tighter as he held it up like a baseball bat, staring across the room. He didn’t move, not at all. He held his breath now, as well, determined to hear exactly where that sound had come from.

His eyes were so dry they were starting to burn, but he refused to blink. He knew that that would be the point at which the person or thing would move out of the shadows. He knew that whoever or whatever was making that sound was most certainly waiting for that split second when his eyelids would make contact with one another. That fraction of a second of blindness would be more than enough time for him to be attacked and killed. Why, he could be stabbed, strangled and robbed, kidnapped and tortured, bludgeoned and left for dead, left to bleed out and ruin the hardwood floors he was trying so hard to preserve.

And that’s if it was a person. What if it was a monster? Or a demon? He could be ripped apart, eaten alive. He could be bitten by it and become one of them. He could spend all of eternity roaming the earth, thirsting for blood and hungering for flesh. All he had to do was let his guard down, just for a half of a half of a millisecond, and in that moment of weakness it would all be over, everything he’d worked for, the gift of life he’d been given. No, he would not blink. He would not give up that easily.

He was suddenly very aware of just how dark it had become. The light was dim, but now, after having been lost in his thoughts, it was gone entirely, and the more his eyes adjusted to the darkness, the more he expected to see the noisemaker creeping toward him. For the first time in his life he truly knew what it meant to be alone.

He wanted to run, screaming for the door, but he didn’t even know from which direction the sound had come. That time, the noise, whatever it was, had filled the entire room, the entire house. He was frozen in place, the broom still pointing up toward the ceiling.

A daddy longlegs, caught only moments ago by the devastating bristles, took advantage of the momentary stillness and braved its escape. It wriggled wildly out of the criss­crossed mess and crawled down the length of the broom. The man didn’t even notice as the thing touched his hand and slowly inched its way up his arm.

CLICK CLICK

He felt very stupid. It was coming from the chimney. He lowered his arms, blinked moisture back into his eyes, and let his lungs recover. He was about to laugh at himself when he felt the daddy longlegs creep onto his neck. He threw the broom down and, in slapping the arachnid, slapped himself. He could feel it under his hand as he rubbed the spot, over and over, breaking into pieces―eight thin legs and a smooshed body. But it was dead, of that he was positive, and so the self-inflicted sting he now felt was well worth it.

It was absurdly pathetic, he knew, for a man his age to allow his own imagination to go so far out of his control that he should suddenly find himself shakily wielding a cheap plastic broom in a feeble attempt to ward off a few harmless shadows, as if they were somehow maniacally bent on enveloping him and stealing him away into their steely darkness. But, of course, having that knowledge did not stop him from looking over his shoulder at every other, smaller, noise. What he needed was to get out of there, that much was obvious; but first, he had to check out that chimney. If he didn’t, he’d be up all night thinking about it (that pesky imagination again). Was something stuck in there? Broken? Just a quick peek to satisfy his curiosity and then he would leave this foul and wretched place until the daylight came again. He went to the fireplace, knelt down upon the hearth, and placed his hand directly on another spiderweb.

CLICK

He should have run. It wouldn’t have done any good, but still, he should have run.

Instead, he looked up, and in that instant felt the blood drain from his entire body. His eyes went blank, and his jaw seemed to melt away as he knelt there, gazing up at something that could only have come from his nightmares. A web, one that must surely belong to a creature far more horrifying than anything he had ever seen or read about in any fiction, hung there before his very eyes, threatening to tear at the seams of his sanity.

He broke into an icy cold sweat. His muscles threatened to betray him. The hair on his arms and neck stood erect as a shiver ran up his spine. His heart sank deep into his chest, and the air slowly leaked from his lungs.

Just a glimpse of it filled him with a terror only previously imagined. With only a glimpse, he was dead, for a moment. Until, that is, he was shocked back into life with the realization that he most certainly was about to die.

He only had time to think, in the back of his mind, How long has this been here? before it happened. Had he not been so foolish as to just walk up to this trap, if he could have somehow stood back and observed it in all its scientific impossibility, he would have seen a giant funnel, an intricate vortex, the length of the chimney. At the far end, near the top, were birds and squirrels, whatever animal might be curious enough to venture near the opening. Closer to him was the occasional mouse or cat. In the middle was the eye of the storm, a place where death was less visible, but the stench far more outreaching. The place where fear dwelt. But that he had no time to see. That he would experience.

He could not scream. Only low, guttural sounds emanated from his throat as he fell back, only primitive grunts in a fragile attempt to call for help as he shuffled away only a few feet, and then could move no more. Strange, how moving had become the most difficult thing in the world to him. It felt like crawling through quicksand in slow motion. It felt like a dream. It felt like forever as he sat there, staring at the fireplace, waiting, knowing what he had unwittingly disturbed.

And then it came, and a single tear ran down his cheek as he watched the two front legs wrap around the top of the fireplace, making the mantel seem like nothing more than a miniature replica. It pulled itself down and looked right at him, knowing exactly where he was. It was so agile. In one fluid motion, the spider was right-side up and on top of him, sinking its fangs into him like a giant, furry vampire, one on each side of his neck. The venom and digestive juices sped throughout his entire body, tightening his abdomen, and in a matter of seconds, his breathing became labored, and timed slowed.

The spider seemed to be gazing into the man’s eyes, as if watching the life drain from him, as if enjoying it. And he, he could do nothing but lie there, lie there and stare back into those eight massive black eyes. A terrible, strained whimper was all he could push past the fangs that were crushing his throat. The pain was more than he could bear.

Six long legs lovingly cradled him as the two hairy palps kissed his head and face, tasting the fear in his sweat, and for one insane moment the panic subsided, and the pain was replaced with comfort. He felt so foolish for thinking that this beautiful creature meant him harm. To think that its aim was to kill him was laughable. It loved him. He knew it was true; he could sense it.

His eyes glistened, and a tiny smile formed on the corner of his lips as he felt the dripping fangs very slowly being pulled from his neck. What a wonderful feeling, like scratching an itch.

And then, cold, like he’d never felt before.

There was a moment of confusion. He marveled as he felt himself, from deep within, beginning to dissolve. This behemoth had turned on him, just that quickly. He didn’t understand why, even as the two back legs began to comb their fine silk around his already paralyzed body.

In a flash, the world went chaotic as the spider violently wrapped the man, spinning him, over and over, round and round, end over end, dozens of times, hundreds even. When it was done, he could feel the thick threads, like a blanket, swaddling him.

Soon he would be taken into the nest. Soon the spider would drink him up. He would provide nourishment far greater than that of a bird or a mouse, which was good, because those animals seemed to sense evil better than he. They stayed clear. They learned. They had adapted.

And then all feeling and emotion was lifted, and he was now finally past fear.

There was a distant spark in the back of his mind as he thought he heard that funny clicking sound again. Would he ever figure out what it was? Where it was coming from?

Perhaps, but for the time being, he would succumb to the darkness and welcome sleep.
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Day One

or, The Onset
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“Oh, thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you...”

Artie hurried into the bathroom and shut the door. His pants were already unzipped—he took care of that while speed walking down the hall—so all he needed now was the button, which he was currently clawing at with shaky fingers. And why did he shut the door anyway? Mia’s been gone for a month now—called him a useless jerk, or something like that, then packed her bags and left. Shutting the door now just wasted precious time and only served to heighten the terrible panic he was in.

“Ow!” His thumbnail caught on the button and bent back. “Stupid!”

He looked at the already bruising thumb and put it in his mouth, apparently trying to suck the pain out, like venom from a snakebite. It only took him a couple of seconds, however, to forget about the thumb and remember the urgent situation that had brought him to the bathroom in the first place. Artie cursed the stubborn button, letting it know just what would happen if he didn’t “get these pants off and get on that toilet, now!” It reluctantly surrendered.

He scuttled over to the toilet and, with a sigh of both pain and relief, pushed his pants down to his knees as he victoriously sat upon the throne. The results were instantaneous.

“What a rush.” He said it out loud, out of breath, with a sort of half-smile. To be honest
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