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  Introduction


  My childhood was made up primarily of books, movies, and TV. I think I came out of the womb a fan of horror and I began seeking out the genre and its cousins, science fiction and fantasy, as soon as I was capable. I was a good student, always did all of my homework, and did well in school, but when I got home, I went straight to the TV and fell into a world of Batman and Ultraman and monsters and ghosts and robots and dinosaurs and sword-fighting skeletons, a world in which anything from a tiny insect like an ant to the cuddliest bunny rabbit to the angriest woman could grow to gigantic sizes and menace a whole city or all of civilization. It was a world in which a scientist could put together the pieces of dead bodies to form a whole, functioning creature, and he could do it over and over in movie after movie; a world in which a reanimated dead guy who remains undead forever as long as he drinks blood sucked from the veins of the living does exactly that again and again in movie after movie.


  The first half of the 1970s was a period in which made-for-TV movies on the three networks—that’s all the TV there was at the time—began making dark movies, with the ABC Movie of the Week the leader of the pack. Most of them fell into the horror genre or at least landed on the fringes, but even those that weren’t had grim stories and, like the horror movies, bleak endings in which love did not triumph, the bad guys won, and everybody died, endings that sometimes left me feeling utterly hopeless. It was in those TV movies, I think, that I began to see how storytelling could manipulate the emotions of the audience like a puppeteer tugging the strings of a marionette. Those TV movies had minuscule budgets, but they messed with our heads and emotions with the use of distorting camera lenses and bizarre angles, and especially with the help of some of the creepiest music I’ve ever heard.


  Obviously, I was a TV junkie growing up. I could tell time by what was on TV and I memorized the listings at the beginning of every week. But at the same time, I was inhaling books. I read voraciously, not just in the horror genre but in all kinds of genres. But it was the horror novels and stories that always hit me the hardest. I was taught the art of horror by the best, writers like Richard Matheson, Rod Serling, William F. Nolan, Ray Bradbury, Stephen King, Peter Straub, Bari Wood, Robert R. McCammon, John Farris, Shirley Jackson, T.M. Wright, Richard Laymon, Flannery O’Connor, Thomas Tessier, Michael McDowell, and so many others. While TV and movies fired my imagination, I fell into books in a way that I could not fall into TV. There were no exciting but prepackaged images in silvery black and white or blood-drenched color, no special effects cheap or otherwise. There were only words on a page and all the rest took place inside my head. That kind of immersion is intoxicating and can be found, I think, only in books. I fell in love with it then and I’m still going back for more.


  In one way or another, all of those books, movies, and TV shows have influenced my work and pieces of all of them show up scattered throughout. But occasionally, I write something that is a direct acknowledgment of one of those influences. Crawlers is such a novella. It is inspired by the many low-budget horror movies set in small, remote towns—most often in a desert, but in this case a mountain town—where everyone knows everyone else, and where something strange begins to happen. Whether the culprit is a giant spider or an alien invasion, the town is turned on its head by a supernatural menace that threatens not only the residents but the whole world.


  I wrote it around the same time I wrote ’Nids, which was an affectionate nod to giant spider movies. It was originally published as a hardcover edition in 2005 by Cemetery Dance Publications for members of their Collectors Club only, making it an extremely limited edition. Which brings me to the circumstances of writing this novella.


  For the first decade of the new millennium, I was disabled by a bad hip that required a few operations and I spent all of that time on painkillers. Really good painkillers. The kind of painkillers that make you feel like the happiest person on earth for the first, oh, I don’t know, year or so. After that they turn you into a zombie who goes from no mood at all to pissed the hell off in seconds. I was on them for almost ten years. Once I came out the other end of that, I began discovering stories and novellas that I had absolutely no memory of writing. Reading something you know you wrote but don’t remember writing is a creepy experience.


  I remembered writing Crawlers, but I did not remember the ending, which I found appalling. It was, in my estimation, an indigestible blend of horror with the treacly sensibilities of the late painter Thomas Kinkade. I want to claim that I don’t know what I was thinking, but the fact is that I wasn’t doing a lot of thinking at the time, and the result was an out-of-place happy ending that made little sense.


  I have rectified that with this edition of Crawlers by giving the book a new ending more suited to the rest of the story and, I think, to our current times.


  The story takes place in the fictional mountain town of Mount Crag, the home of my novellas The Folks and The Folks 2: No Place Like Home, although it is otherwise unrelated to those books.


  I’m glad you’re here, and I hope you enjoy the story.


  Chapter One


  1


  “They fell out of the sky last night and landed right on my front lawn,” Myra Henderson said. “And this mornin’ they’ve bloomed into the prettiest things, don’tcha think?”


  Naomi laughed. “I don’t think any of the Leonid meteors landed on your lawn last night, Myra.”


  “Well, I suppose not. I didn’t see ’em fall out of the sky, of course. But the spot of ground each was growin’ out of is all black, like it’s burnt, even though it’s been raining. Just a little spot about the size of a quarter. I can show you, if you want. I figured maybe it was some of them meteors. I been hearin’ people on the radio all mornin’, they saw ’em come right through the clouds last night, close by. They’re beautiful flowers, aren’t they?”


  They were, but when Naomi had first set eyes on them, she had thought they were artificial. They were so large and waxy and sturdy that they appeared to be plastic. Five of them stood on Myra’s round Formica-topped kitchen table. She had dug up each flower and put it in a small green plastic pot, then put them on the table over which she had spread some newspapers. A few stray clumps of dirt were scattered over the newsprint.


  The stems were thick, stiff, and brown at the bottom, but gradually eased from brown to green on the way up. Each stem had stout brown thorns that grew upward, not unlike the thorns on a rose’s stem. The flowers had eight petals of deep burgundy about six or seven inches in length. The petals were narrow in width, but thick and muscular with a polished shine. Each petal grew up from the center of the flower at an angle, then curled acutely downward at the halfway mark and tapered to a sharp, curved, brown thorn at the tip. The center of each flower was round and fat in the middle, beaded and black with a shimmering iridescent sheen.


  Naomi bent over and smelled one of the flowers, but it had no scent. “I’ve never seen anything like them,” she said.


  “Neither have I. I couldn’t find ’em in any of my gardening books. There’s more of ’em out there, lots more, they’re everywhere. And all of a sudden, too. They weren’t there yesterday. I never saw ’em before in my life and today, just like that, they’re everywhere.”


  Naomi had not noticed any of the flowers on her way in, but then she had been too preoccupied with thoughts of her classes to look for them.


  Myra’s cat hopped up on the table and rubbed against Naomi. He was black, gray, and white, with a white face and a strip of black just under his nose, like a mustache.


  Naomi stroked the cat and said, “Hey, Groucho.” The cat arched his back and purred.


  “What are you up to this morning, honey?” Myra said.


  “I just got back from classes in Iron Falls and I need to do a little grocery shopping. I thought I’d drop by here first and see if you need anything at the store.”


  “Oh, you’re such a sweetie.” Myra turned and limped over to the square corkboard mounted on the wall above her telephone. Postcards and photographs and newspaper clippings were fastened to the cork with colorful push pins.


  At seventy-four, Myra Henderson was spry in spirit, but had been hobbled by arthritis, particularly in her hips. Not so long ago, she had been active and was seldom home, but as the arthritis worsened she had become more housebound. Myra had been Grandma’s best friend. Since Grandma’s death six years ago, Naomi dropped by now and then to see if there was anything she could do for her.


  Myra said, “I made a list, and I think I stuck it up—yep, here it is.” She pulled a red pin from the board and took down a slip of lavender paper.


  On the counter beside an ancient Raggedy Ann and Andy cookie jar stood an old black-and-silver AM radio tuned to an Iron Falls news/talk station. It was the same station Naomi had been listening to on her drive back to Mount Crag from Iron Falls. Callers were discussing the previous night’s Leonid meteor shower.


  Forecasters had predicted the shower would be the most vivid in a
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