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We have it on good authority that anyone reading these stories to a five-year-old will be taken by the Slender Man!

You have been warned!
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The street glowed orange beneath a full October moon. Lena walked beside her brother Tommy, their plastic pumpkin buckets already half-full of candy. Jack-o'-lanterns grinned from every porch. The air smelled like dried leaves and someone's fireplace.

Tommy was nine, dressed as a pirate with a cardboard sword bouncing at his hip. Lena had thrown on a simple witch costume—black dress, pointed hat. At fourteen, she was really just out here to watch him.

"Can we do the big houses on Maple Street?" Tommy asked. His mouth was already sticky with chocolate.

"Mom said stay on our block."

"Just one more street. Please?"

Lena sighed. "Fine. One more."

They turned the corner. Their footsteps crunched through piles of leaves. The houses here were older, set farther back from the road. Fewer porch lights. Tommy ran ahead, his pirate hat slipping sideways.

"Wait up," Lena called.

He stopped at the corner, peering down at something near his feet. A storm drain. Its metal grate was half-covered with wet leaves.

"Lena, listen."

"Tommy, come on."

"No, seriously. Listen."

She walked over, annoyed. The street was quiet now. The sound of other trick-or-treaters had faded behind them. Then she heard it.

Ding-dong.

A doorbell. Faint but clear. Coming from below the grate.

"That's weird," Tommy said. He crouched down.

"It's probably just someone's house. Sound carries funny at night."

Ding-dong.

"It's coming from down there." Tommy pressed his face closer to the grate, peering into the darkness below. "Hello?"

"Don't," Lena said. She reached for his shoulder.

But Tommy was already grinning, his eyes bright with mischief. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted down into the drain.

"Trick or treat!"

His voice echoed in the tunnel below. Then silence.

Lena pulled him back. "That was stupid. Let's go."

"I was just—"

Ding-dong.

The doorbell rang again. Louder this time. Closer. Like something had moved up the tunnel toward them.

Tommy's smile faded. "Maybe we should—"

A cold wind rushed up through the grate. It carried the smell of damp earth and something else. Something old and rotten. The leaves scattered across the pavement. Lena felt goosebumps rise on her arms.

"Run," she whispered.

They ran. Back toward their street. Their candy buckets banged against their legs. Lena didn't look back until they reached their front yard. She was breathless, shaking.

The porch light glowed warm and safe. Their house looked exactly as they'd left it.

Tommy laughed nervously. "That was creepy."

"Yeah," Lena said.

Her unease hadn't faded.

Behind them, from somewhere down the street, the doorbell rang one more time.

Ding-dong.
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Lena woke to the sound of something groaning.

Not a person. The house itself.

She sat up in bed, her heart already racing. The digital clock on her nightstand read 11:47. She'd only been asleep for an hour, but the unease from earlier hadn't left her. It had followed her home, crept into her dreams.

The groaning came again. Deep and wooden, like the bones of the house were shifting.

Lena threw off her covers and opened her bedroom door. The hallway was dark except for the nightlight near the bathroom. "Tommy?"

No answer.

She walked to his room and pushed the door open. He was asleep, his pillowcase already smeared with chocolate. His candy bucket sat on the floor beside his bed.

The groaning sound came from below.

Lena's stomach tightened. She moved to the stairs and listened. The sound was louder now. A creaking, splintering noise that made her think of trees breaking in a storm.

She descended slowly, gripping the banister. The living room was empty. The kitchen looked normal. But the basement door stood open.

She never left it open.

"Hello?" Her voice came out small.

The basement light was on. She could see the top of the wooden stairs leading down. The groaning grew louder, accompanied now by a scraping sound. Like something heavy being dragged across concrete.

Lena forced herself to the doorway and looked down.

The basement was sinking.

She blinked, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The concrete floor had dropped. Not collapsed—dropped. The washer and dryer sat at an angle, tilted toward the far wall. The storage shelves her dad had built leaned backward. And the floor kept moving. Slowly. Steadily. Descending into the earth like an elevator going down.

"What's happening to our house?" she whispered.

A crack split the wall beside her. Plaster dust drifted down. The doorframe shuddered.

Lena stumbled back. "Tommy! Tommy, wake up!"

She ran upstairs and shook her brother awake. He groaned and tried to roll over.

"Get up," she said. "Something's wrong."

"What?"

"The basement—it's sinking. The whole basement is sinking into the ground."

Tommy rubbed his eyes. "What are you talking about?"

Another crack echoed through the house. This one louder. Tommy's eyes went wide.

They rushed downstairs together. The basement door had shifted in its frame. When Lena looked down, the floor had dropped another foot. She could see exposed earth now, dark and crumbling, where the concrete met the foundation.

"How is that possible?" Tommy breathed.

Lena thought of the storm drain. The doorbell. Tommy's voice shouting into the darkness.

Trick or treat.

"We need to call someone," she said. "Mom and Dad—"

The lights flickered. Once. Twice.

Then the kitchen floor lurched beneath them.

Lena grabbed the counter to steady herself. The refrigerator slid backward an inch. The tiles began to separate, thin black lines appearing between them.

"It's not just the basement," Tommy said.

He was right. The whole house was moving now. Sinking. Room by room.

And from somewhere below—deep below, where the basement had been—Lena heard it.

Ding-dong.

The doorbell rang again.

The kitchen floor gave way completely.

Lena grabbed Tommy's arm as the tiles cracked apart. They stumbled backward into the living room, watching as the entire kitchen descended like an elevator with no cables. The refrigerator, the table, the chairs—everything dropped into darkness.

"We have to get out!" Tommy shouted.

Lena pulled him toward the front door, but when she reached for the handle, the door wouldn't budge. She twisted harder. Nothing.

"Try the back!"

They ran through the dining room. The back door was the same—locked from the outside, or sealed, or something worse. Through the window, Lena could see their backyard, perfectly normal in the moonlight. But when she pounded on the glass, no sound came out.

"The windows," she said.

Tommy was already there, yanking at the latches. They wouldn't move. It was as if the house had sealed itself shut.

The floor shuddered again.

"Lena—"

The dining room began to sink.

They ran upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. Behind them, the dining room descended into the earth with a grinding, scraping sound that made Lena's teeth ache.

At the top of the stairs, she stopped. Looked back.

Where the dining room had been, there was now a dark opening. And below it—

Hallways.

Old ones, with peeling wallpaper and flickering lights that seemed to come from nowhere.

"Do you see that?" Tommy whispered.

Lena nodded. She couldn't speak.

The hallways stretched in multiple directions, impossibly deep. She could see doorways. Rooms. Furniture from different decades—a rotted sofa, a cracked mirror, a child's wooden rocking horse.

And movement.

Small shadows, darting between doorways.

"Hello?" Lena called down.

Her voice echoed. Came back wrong.

"Is anyone there?"

One of the shadows stopped. Turned.

It was a girl. Maybe eight years old, wearing a dress from the 1950s. Her face was pale, her eyes hollow.

"You shouldn't have answered," the girl said. Her voice sounded far away. "Now you're part of it too."

"Part of what?" Lena's hands were shaking. "What is this place?"

The girl pointed down the hallway. "Look."

Lena leaned forward, squinting into the dim light. More children appeared. A boy in overalls. Two girls holding hands. A teenager in a letterman jacket. They stood in doorways, staring up at her.

Behind them, Lena could see into their rooms. Living rooms frozen in time. Kitchens with food still on the table. Bedrooms with unmade beds.

Houses. Entire houses, stacked on top of each other, sinking down through layers of earth.

"How long have you been here?" Tommy asked.

The girl in the 1950s dress tilted her head. "I don't remember. Time is different down here."

"We have to get out," Lena said. "Can you help us?"

"You can't get out." The girl's voice was sad. Resigned. "No one gets out. The doorbell rings, and you answer, and the house takes you. That's how it works."

"But my brother didn't mean—"

Ding-dong.

The sound came from everywhere at once. Deep and resonant, shaking the walls.

Lena felt the floor shift beneath her feet.

"No," she breathed. "Not again."

The upstairs hallway began to tilt. The walls groaned. Through the windows, she could see the street rising away from them—or rather, they were sinking down, down into
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