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        Dare to tread where demons prowl…

      

      

      

      Hidden beneath the surface of the everyday world. Lurking in darkness. Haunting the shadows. Looming just outside the light. The demons call to the unwary, leaving the unsuspecting to fend off doom.

      Where demons cavort, heroes arise to battle the encroaching evil. Needing everything they’ve got. Magic. Will. Bravery. And hope for the return of the light.

      For lovers of spooky fantasy tales, don’t miss this collection of five original contemporary fantasy stories from bestselling author Kat Simons, including an all new Demon Hunter story.
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        To those who love a little demonic spookiness

        in their fantasy stories.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to my family.

        You’re my heart walking outside my body.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      In 2021, I published a collection of contemporary fantasy stories called Haunts and Howls and Guardian Spells, in which I had five stories all tied into a theme of Guardians and Protectors, with a spooky twist. I had so much fun with that collection, I decided to write another one in a similar vein—with Haunts and Howls—but with a different theme. The stories that rolled out of me determined the theme. And that theme turned out to be Demons.

      I can’t help but wonder if there wasn’t some underlying, Freudian meaning to that, given the year that was in it.

      Or maybe I just like spooky stories with demons in them.

      I have two different urban fantasy series that feature demons quite prominently. One, the Cary Redmond series, starts with demon trouble, and as of book seven, ends with demon trouble. There’s going to be more books in that series, but the arc of the first seven books is done now, and there was a lot of demon stuff involved.

      My spin off of that series doesn’t even pretend. It’s called the Demon Witch series, and follows the early years of one of Cary Redmond’s best friends, the witch Angie Jordan. A character that shows up in both series is the legendary demon hunter, Aidan. Demon. Hunter. Legend. Of course, she also makes an appearance in this collection. She has a habit of showing up when demons are around. Just saying. There’s also a second novella in this collection with a not-so-subtle nod to the Demon Witch series, as well. Hard to avoid when my theme matched so perfectly with those books.

      The collection starts with Friday’s Curious Shop (and yes that’s spelled correctly), my ode to an old TV show from the late 80s that I dedicated many a Friday night’s viewing to. The show, for the other Olds reading this, was Friday the 13th the Series—not related in any way to the Friday the 13th movies about Jason the relentless killer of teenage campers. I loved that TV show in all its creepy, spooky campiness. At the time, I loved being scared and watched a lot of spooky TV and movies—think Creepshow, Elvira Mistress of the Dark, Tales from the Crypt. This show stuck with me over the years, and while I’m not sure it would hit quite the same way now, in 2022, as it did back in the 80s, my memories of it are fond ones.

      By the way, the spelling… I had meant to write Curios, not Curious, when I typed in the title for this story, but when I caught the spelling mistake, I loved it. Kept it. And it fits really well with the story. (My youngest loved the title too—no, he didn’t read the story. This is grown up fantasy, and he is not a grown up yet. But he likes helping with things like titles.)

      Given the inspiration for this one is a series, I might end up turning this story into a series as well. We’ll see. Oh, and Cary Redmond readers, there’s an easter egg in here. I’m curious (pun intended) if you’ll spot it. I might have been too subtle. LOL

      Next up, Anger Management. This is the novella featuring the above-mentioned legendary demon hunter, Aidan. But it’s not her story. It’s actually the story of a dhampir with an anger issue. I wrote this novella at the same time as I was writing a light, low angst contemporary romance novel (Designed for You, if you’re interested). I wrote both in the autumn of 2021, when I was feeling overwhelmed and scared sending my kids back to school in the midst of an ongoing pandemic—while my youngest still didn’t have a vaccine—and angry with so much going on in the world at that time. I have a core of anger that got fed by all the turmoil of that year here in the US. And while the light contemporary romance helped me escape from some of that overwhelm and worry, my anger needed an outlet, too. That’s where my dhampir Quinn came in. I actually had a dream one night in which I met this character for the first time. The next morning, I started her story. Couldn’t help myself. I went back and forth between this novella and the romance novel. Two very different moods, but both helped me get through a tough time. And, despite the heavier and very angry mood of this novella, it was really fun to write.

      Burning Inside a Stone Circle is the now-for-something-a-little-different story in the collection. The demons here are all internal, though the struggle to face them is still a matter of more than just personal destruction. The demons in this story are ones I related to strongly. And it might be too personal a story to release into the wide world. Only, I know everyone will bring their own experiences and perspective to it and won’t view it quite the same way I do, so that helps. I won’t say which parts are personal and which are made up, mainly because I want you to read the story, not spoil it in the introduction! I will say, though, I cried both while writing this one and during the edits. Frankly, that surprised me. By the edits, I’d forgotten how much of me I’d put into the story (and how much I’d held back). But what’s that saying about writers? All we do is sit down in front of the blank page and open a vein? Well, in many ways, that’s what I did in Burning Inside a Stone Circle. No regrets.

      Next, we get back to actual demons. Or…maybe actual demons? That’s the mystery of it all. And The Museum of Small Art’s Everyman is more of mysterious story. A crime story, with a murder, inside a museum, surrounding by demonic art. There’s not a lot I can say about it, though, without giving potential spoilers. So I will just say this is another one that I can see lending itself to series potential—I really liked the heroine, Anne, and her dynamic with the police detective. But that’s all I’ll say about it here. Mysteries are best left mysterious.

      To finish up, we have Demonic Dates. This is the other story that links into the Demon Witch series in a peripheral way. The witch at the heart of this novella is mentioned in Spiderweb Witch, book two in the series. I’m the kind of writer who writes into the dark, without outlining, and so when I started this story, I thought I was writing a certain kind of tale. I was a little surprised by the turns it took, but pleasantly so. I hope readers enjoy those turns as much as I did.

      This one also harkens more to my paranormal romance roots than anything else in the collection, because of course, I had to write at least one story like that. The theme of demons, and haunts and howls, is of course here again, but a secondary theme of anger seems to have worked its way into these stories, and is evident again in this final entry. I suppose that makes sense when dealing with stories about demons.

      I ended with this particular novella because I really liked the way the last line of this story brings the entire collection to a close.

      I hope readers enjoy these newest Haunts and Howls, in all their spooky fun. And if you’re interested in the Demon Witch series after you’ve finished this book, just keep reading for an excerpt from Bone Lantern Witch, book one in the series.

      Thanks for reading!

      ~Kat
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      Riley checked the job listing on her phone. Again. Then looked at the storefront. Again. Yup. This was the place.

      Friday’s Curious Shop.

      Not curios. No. Curious.

      And to be fair, it was a pretty curious place.

      But it wasn’t just the spelling mistake—was it a mistake?—that gave her pause. The store itself didn’t engender a lot of trust. Located off a side street in Queens near a massive train depot, lots of personal storage unit buildings, and a few truck parking lots, it wasn’t exactly in a place that got a lot of foot traffic. She’d have assumed an antique-collectibles store would have to at least be in a place where people could find it and might go in spontaneously. It took effort to find this place. She’d walked around the area three times before she’d spotted the sign just off the weird triangle intersection, down a dead end side street that looked awkward banging up against the elevated tracks behind it.

      If she went down another of the streets off the triangle intersection, the local fire department and a pharmacy sat next to each other looking perfectly ordinary. And a gas station with a little sundries shop sat at the front of the intersection along Northern Boulevard. The smell of days old trash and gasoline cut sharper in the bitter cold early winter air—another less than appealing lure for pedestrian traffic—and the sound of the N train rumbling past was almost loud enough to block out the sounds of honking traffic on road behind her.

      Did she really want to do this interview? She needed a job something bad. Her part of the rent was due in a week and she was down to her last few dollars. If she had a job, with money actually coming in, she knew her roommates would float her this month’s rent long enough for her to get her first paycheck. Without a job, though, they’d kick her out and get someone who could cover their bills. There was no sentimentality in the New York rental life.

      Riley didn’t have anywhere else to go. If they kicked her out, she’d be living on the street or bumming space on a friend’s couch. Neither option appealed, especially with winter approaching fast.

      Could she really afford to be picky about where she worked? If things didn’t pan out, she could stay long enough to get a little cushion of money and find a new job. Then she could quit.

      That was, if she even got the job.

      She still had to do the interview. Which wasn’t going to happen if she kept stalling, standing like an idiot on the sidewalk, looking between her phone and the storefront across the street.

      Pulling in a deep breath, she checked for traffic—which seemed excessively cautious as this was a dead end street with nothing on it but Friday’s Curious Shop. There was even street parking still free, and yet no one seemed to turn down the road to take advantage of it, even though parking in this area was at a premium this time of day. She considered that as she jogged across the street to the store.

      Friday’s Curious Shop had an elaborate wooden sign hanging out front, decorative and large with scrollwork around the name, which was written in some sort of calligraphy design and painted gold against a maroon background. It looked like something out of a different century.

      Which in and of itself wouldn’t have been bad. Riley liked old things, and sometimes felt a little out of touch with modern times—except where her cellphone was concerned; they’d have to pry that from her cold, dead hands to get it away from her—so the idea of working in a shop full of old things had appealed to her. She knew, since the store was in Queens and not Manhattan, that the antiques probably weren’t the sort of thing sold at Christies, but she’d have bet a knowledgeable collector would find something valuable. She didn’t really know. She’d never had enough extra money to be a collector of anything. Still, she imagined a used and antique store, even in Queens, might be fun.

      But the charm of the place ended at the sign, at least on the outside.

      The building was very industrial and functional. The glass windows looking into the store revealed a lot of old brown things piled haphazardly around the place, hard to even distinguish as individual items. There might have been an old wheel? And was that a rusted can? That half rag, half porcelain doll with a torn gray dress and no eyes wasn’t creepy at all.

      She shivered.

      Did she really need the money this bad?

      An icy breeze tunneled down the street, tugging at her worn wool coat and the little bobble at the end of her knit cap, reminding her how very much she did not want to be homeless next month.

      She gave the glass front door an experimental shove. It opened soundlessly and smoothly, a little jingle from an overhead bell the only thing announcing a new customer. She wasn’t sure why she’d expected the door to screech in protest, like the hinges were rusted. Like no one had opened the front door in years. The place just sort of felt that way. Old, neglected, tossed aside.

      For some reason, that made her sad.

      The interior of the store hit her with dim light and hot air. Compared to the harshly bright winter light outside, that darkness forced her to a stop just inside the door while her eyes adjusted. The surrounding dust made her sneeze three times in rapid succession. Yeah, if she got the job, she was going to need to take antihistamines every day. She couldn’t really afford antihistamines.

      She blinked as her eyes finally adapted to the low lighting and she got her first good look at her surroundings. She stood perfectly still, afraid if she moved, she’d bump into something. Because there was a lot of stuff. A lot of stuff. Everywhere. Piled on tables, freestanding against walls, piled in the center of the floor. There seemed to be narrow paths cut through the detritus which wove through the store, but she couldn’t see any other immediate organization. Dolls were piled with books next to a chipped tea pot by some tin boxes sitting on top of an old piano against which paintings in huge wooden frames were stacked. Some of the stuff looked like it might just be valuable—contradicting her earlier opinion of the place—but a person would have to be a determined picker to find the valuable in the midst of the chaos.

      “Duck!”

      The shout from somewhere in the middle of the stacks of stuff startled Riley so much she actually did duck while looking up. She expected one of the taller piles of stuff to be toppling over on top of her. Instead, she watched a very modern, small drone dip and sway overhead, before barreling past toward the back of the store.

      “Sorry about that,” said the same voice that had warned her to duck.

      She stood slowly, hesitantly, and turned to face the voice. A man roughly the size of a bear stepped from between a stack of books and a large instrument case—maybe for a base fiddle or something? She wasn’t sure. The man was dressed in tweed dress pants, a button-down white shirt, and a vest with a red tartan pattern on the front and black silk on the back. All of which stretched comfortably over a thick, but not fat, body. His red hair and beard were long and blended together so she couldn’t really tell what was hair from his head and hair from his face, but the whole mass was neatly trimmed and clean. There was just a lot of hair. His features beyond all the hair were wide and strong. He had that ruddy color on his cheeks that a lot of white people with red hair seemed to get. His eyes were deep brown, and his brows heavy.

      She had no idea how old the man was. With the full beard and mustache covering so much of his face, she had a hard time judging. There were faint creases around his eyes and between his eyebrows, but the furrows on his forehead seemed more from his frown than permanent signs of age.

      “Damned thing goes the opposite direction it’s supposed to,” he grumbled.

      It took her a minute to realize he was talking about the small drone.

      “Not sure why Doreen thought it would be a good idea.” He tossed a remote-control hand unit onto the stack of books, and brushed his hands together as if dusting something from the remote off. “You here for the job?”

      “Um. Yes. I’m Riley Anderson.” She wasn’t sure if she should offer her hand or not. She was so off balance by the drone skimming over her head and the sudden appearance of the large man, things like manners and proper interview behaviors went clean out of her head. She did remember to pull her hat off and stuff it into her coat pocket.

      “Good to meet you, Riley Anderson.” The man solved her to-handshake-or-not-to-handshake problem by reaching out with one large hand.

      His fingers engulfed hers completely, but his firm, quick handshake was very gentle. Obviously, he was used to being twice the size of everyone else around him.

      “This way. Doreen will want to meet you.”

      She stumbled after him through the narrow path between walls of stuff—how the hell did he get through this store without knocking things over?—and cleared her throat. “I…I didn’t get your name?”

      “Oh.” He stopped abruptly and faced her. “Sorry. Ian Sinclair. Doreen is my sister. We own this place.”

      “Who’s Friday?”

      A smile broke through the beard and mustache. “That was our great-grandmother’s name.”

      “Friday Sinclair?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      He led her deeper into the store, until eventually they reached a cluttered wooden counter near a back wall that was covered in shelves piled with even more stuff. At least, she assumed that wall was the back wall. She’d gotten turned around in all the stacks and wasn’t entirely sure which direction the front door was anymore. She’d need a map to navigate this place.

      It seemed larger inside than it had looked from the outside, too. With all the clutter, she’d assumed it would feel small. It certainly felt claustrophobic. But the trek from the area near the front door to this wooden counter had taken…time.

      She frowned and glanced behind her, but blinked back to her surroundings when Ian introduced the woman sitting behind the counter.

      “This is Doreen. She handle’s the books and keeps track of inventory. I’m customer care and acquisitions.”

      “We’re both acquisitions,” the woman said, her brow raised and her mouth pinched as she looked at her brother.

      “Fair enough,” he said with a sigh. “Both acquisitions. She is better with the books, though.”

      “True enough.” She turned a smile on Riley that was both polite and pointed. “You’re here for the job?”

      “Yes,” Riley stuttered. “Uh… Yes.” She was fumbling this, badly, but the whole place left her off center and a little confused. She wasn’t even sure why. Maybe the sheer amount of stuff everywhere was just disorienting. “I’m Riley, by the way. Riley Anderson.”

      “Good to meet you,” Doreen said. “Welcome to Friday’s.”

      She was a red-head like her brother, and her hair was just as curly, but she had it pulled back into a low ponytail that kept it away from her face. She was pretty, pale, freckled, and also of an indeterminant age. Her dress sense was a little less dramatic than her brother’s—no tweed and tartan mixes. Just a simple emerald green turtleneck and a purple and black striped skirt over thick-soled, chunky boots. Her glasses looked heavy duty, thick plastic brown frames that suited her face, but lenses that seemed weighty.

      Riley’s own glasses felt a little less substantial in comparison. Not that she had them on right now—they were old and she needed an updated prescription since she didn’t see out of them as well as she did her contacts. So she wore the contacts she’d been nursing along for the last year. She needed new ones of those, too. But she needed a job with health insurance first. Mostly the job part. If she could manage her allergies in this place, she was prepared to start tomorrow.

      Except the siblings had barely said anything. Interview. Get through the interview without fucking up first.

      Doreen said, “What about the ad attracted your attention?”

      She held Riley’s gaze as she asked, the stare seemingly casual, but Riley felt the look as if Doreen was peering through her soul.

      Riley shook off the uncomfortable feeling to say, “I like old things, and dealing with people who like old things. I always have.”

      “Spent a lot of time in antique and curio stores?”

      “Thrift shops mostly,” Riley admitted, hoping the state of her thrift shop coat and slacks helped her case here and didn’t detract from her suitability for the job.

      “That all?” Doreen asked.

      Riley shrugged and decided they looked like people who would appreciate honesty. “And you actually listed the starting salary, so I knew what I was getting into.” She glanced around, frowning a little. A shop like this being able to pay a decent starting wage was…unexpected. But she wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. For all she knew, the siblings were rich and this was their side business, and they had plenty of money to pour into it. “Not everyone wants to tell what they’re paying upfront.”

      “Told you,” Ian said.

      He hadn’t gone behind the counter to join his sister, but was instead standing a few feet from Riley with his thick arms crossed over his massive chest, looking like a giant bear trying to look like a less giant, more harmless bear.

      Riley appreciated the effort.

      “Anything else in the advert that caught your attention?” Doreen asked, ignoring her brother.

      Riley thought back to the listing on the job-finder app. She couldn’t really place anything in particular. She liked that they listed salary. The added bonus of benefits included was also nice. And after all the time she’d spent in thrift shops over the years, she figured she’d be able to handle a curios shop. She had assumed the “curious” part of the store’s name in the ad had been a misspelling, but obviously it wasn’t. Which made her—ironically?—curious about how the store got that name.

      “Mostly, I just thought I’d be able to do the job,” Riley answered after a moment of enduring Doreen’s stare. She almost said the “no experience necessary” part had been another big draw but was a little afraid that was a step too far in the honesty department. She needed this job really badly. That meant coming across like she wanted to work here, in a place like this.

      To be fair, it couldn’t possibly be worse than her last two jobs.

      Doreen exchanged a look with her brother that Riley was sure had more meaning than was obvious to an outsider. She stuffed her hands in her coat pockets so she wouldn’t visibly fidget, but her fingers were doing a twisting dance in her pockets as she tried to calm her racing pulse. Despite the heat in the place, she felt a little clammy and cold under the threadbare wool and decided keeping the coat on was a good idea.

      Doreen opened her mouth, as if to say something else, then snapped it shut. And glared at the front door moments before the bell sounded to announce a new customer.

      The fact that someone had walked in off the street surprised Riley, but maybe the place had a following, people going out of their way to visit the store. Maybe it wouldn’t be a boring job of mostly dusting and rearranging old junk. Not that she’d object to boring and dusting and rearranging, so long as it paid on time.

      Ian grunted something under his breath, gave his sister another look, then walked toward the front of the store.

      Quietly enough Riley wasn’t sure she was supposed to hear her, Doreen said, “Hadn’t intended a diving-into-the-deep end test.”

      Riley glanced between Doreen and the general direction of the front door—easier to pinpoint now that she’d heard the bell. Although, given the quantity of stuff and the labyrinth of piles that had to be navigated, it was also possible sound was distorted and she still didn’t really know where the front of the building was.

      She was actually considering asking Doreen when a noise from somewhere off in the piles stopped her. Sounded almost like a growl. Then a shout…

      And then something crashed to the floor in a cascade of clattering metal and wood.
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      Riley startled back closer to the wooden counter, away from the sound of curios toppling. She glanced between the noise and Doreen, who hadn’t risen from her seat behind the counter yet.

      “Is everything okay? Should…should we help Ian?”

      Doreen gave her a sideways look but didn’t say anything.

      There was more noise from the front of the store, another crash, and then someone yelled, “I need it back! Don’t you understand. I need it!”

      More crashing. Ian shouted, “Get back here.”

      And Doreen cursed under her breath. “Here, take this.”

      She pulled something out from under the counter, and for a moment, Riley thought Doreen was handing her a gun, which would have been pointless since Riley didn’t have the first clue how to handle a gun and hated the things anyway. But what Doreen handed her was a small leather satchel, like the kind of thing that might hold dice or marbles or other small toys.

      “Hold this,” Doreen said, her gaze on the shouts and crashes coming from somewhere in the depths of the store. “And do exactly what I say. Don’t question it. There’s not time. Do you understand?”

      “Not even a little bit.” But she stuffed the satchel into her coat pocket and waited for Doreen to tell her what to do next.

      Doreen finally stood from the three-legged bar stool she’d been sitting on and came around to the front of the counter. She pulled something out from under her turtleneck shirt, a pendant hanging from a long silver chain. In her other hand she was holding something that looked a little like a small, silver dagger that poked through the bottom of a delicate, etched silver bowl.

      Riley wanted to ask questions, but the noise and shouts were getting louder, and Doreen had told her not to ask questions anyway. This was not like any other job interview she’d ever been on.

      A second later, more crashes and then someone—something?—came barreling through the store’s clutter, knocking things over in its wake. The…person or whatever was shouting, and from somewhere behind it, Riley heard Ian shouting, too. A lot of, “Get back here, you bastard,” from Ian and, “Give it to me!” from the…person.

      She wasn’t sure what about the person had her hesitating to call them a person. Probably the glowing red eyes. Maybe it was the way they loped almost on all fours. Might have been the sharp spikes sticking out of their back through their clothes—clothes that were in worse shape than most her worn wardrobe, which was really saying something. The…person’s clothes weren’t much better than rags, but the rags covered all the important bits. Left the sharp, black, shiny spikes sticking out, though. And some of the exposed arm and leg parts. Which were covered in green scales.

      The green scales really threw her.

      What the hell kind of cosplay was this?

      The…person looked up, spotted Doreen, and charged right for her. Whatever the person was, they were big. Bigger than they’d looked loping through the shop bent over and using all four limbs. When they stood up, their head nearly brushed the ceiling.

      “I can’t stay like this,” the person shouted. “I need it back!”

      “It was never yours to begin with,” Doreen said, her voice a lot calmer than Riley was feeling in that moment. “You shouldn’t have had it.”

      “It was mine!”

      The…person took a swipe at Doreen, Doreen hit them with the knife-like thing she was carrying—not stabbed, she hit the person with it, using the side of the blade and pushing it into the person’s arm.

      “Missed,” Doreen hissed under her breath. To Riley, she said, “Get ready.”

      Riley had no idea what she was supposed to be getting ready. The bag in her pocket she assumed. She pulled it out and held it, but…what was she going to do with it? Use the whole thing? Or was she supposed to take something out of it? Doreen had said no questions, so she kept her mouth shut. But she had questions.

      Lots and lots of questions.

      The green-scaled person rose up to their full height, giving Riley a good view of their arm where Doreen had pressed the dagger-like thing…and the smoking black patch of scaly skin where the knife had touched them. The person slapped a hand at the smoking patch, their eyes flared brighter red, and then they dropped to all fours, their shoulders seeming to move around on their back so that the position looked a lot more natural than it should from something vaguely human-shaped just moments ago.

      “I need it back,” the person roared again. “I can’t stop this without it.” And they charged Doreen again, head down, spikes along the back up.

      “Now!” Doreen shouted.

      Without having the first clue what Doreen meant, Riley opened the bag and tossed its contents at the rapidly approaching…person.

      What flew out of the bag was not exactly what Riley had been expecting, but then again, she hadn’t had a clue what to expect.

      So she wasn’t sure why she was surprised by green slime.

      The bag hadn’t felt like it was holding liquid. It had felt like there were marbles in it or rocks. But what came out was a stream of thick, viscous, goopy green liquid. Sort of liquid. A little thick to really be called liquid. Definitely more like slime.

      The slime slapped against the charging creature, along their burnt arm and the side of their face.

      Then the creature was on top of Doreen, shoving Riley aside so hard she slammed up against a table piled with stuff and went crashing to the ground along with whatever stuff had been on the table.

      Doreen shouted, screamed. There was a lot of screaming. By the time Riley pulled herself out from under the tangle of stuff, Ian had jumped into the fray and was trying to wrap his arm around the person’s neck while not simultaneous getting stabbed by the back spines. Doreen was under the creature, pushing up with her knife-thing pressed right into the creature’s chest.

      There was smoke, and the stench of burning… Well, it was worse than burning flesh. It smelled like something putrid was roasted, releasing noxious fumes that made her gag and very nearly throw up.

      She held that impulse in as she clambered to her feet, trying not to breath too deeply.

      Ian shouted something to Doreen, Doreen cursed up a storm and pressing the knife-thing against the green-scaled person again and again. The slime Riley had thrown against the creature was soaking into their scales but otherwise Riley couldn’t see what it was doing.

      Couldn’t miss the person’s hands reaching for Doreen’s neck, though.

      Those hands weren’t like a normal human’s. Fingers too long and bony, tipped by black claws instead of nails. But Riley’s adrenaline and fear were so high, she barely noticed. She charged forward and grabbed hold of a thick scaly wrist, holding one hand away from Doreen.

      The person was strong as hell and struggled against her, swinging out their arm in a way that would have sent Riley careening into the table again if she hadn’t held on so tightly. The creature wiggled
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