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      Welcome to Don’t Look Down, a collection of horror stories designed to make you feel it to the bone, stories that make you say…that just ain’t right. You know the feeling. The creepy, crawling, uncanny sensation. You might have experienced it only once in your life. But I’m betting I’m wrong.

      

      This collection contains three older horrors in my dungeon, including a story based on my creature feature screenplay Deep.

      

      In Deep an emotionally broken British ex-soldier leads a group of mismatched survivors into battle against monsters released into the New York City subway after a series of freak earthquakes.

      

      In Hostility you’ll experience a woman’s ordinary day in the office turned upside down. Outside her office it is even worse.

      

      In Pray For The Devil the Nazis invade a castle to harness a malignant power, but they don’t consider that evil might be protecting that very same power from them.

      

      Enjoy your time with these stories. I hope you don’t get too scared. Because sometimes there are things beneath the surface we should never look at.

      

      Sleep tight…
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            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Deep

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

    

    
      
        Hostility

      

      
        Pray For The Devil

      

      
        If You Loved Don’t Look Down…

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first evolved the idea of writing another horror collection, I realized that I wanted to showcase older works in one book. The three previously published stories included are Deep, Hostility, and Pray For The Devil.

      A creature-feature/sci-fi/horror screenplay like Deep was incredibly fun to create. Writing a novella of this screenplay gives me a chance to expand on the story and characters.

      Hostility arrived in my mind one day after visiting a friend’s office. The building where her business was located was a bit creepy. Especially the bathroom. That same bathroom ended up in the story.

      Pray For The Devil came from my love of history, and the fact I sometimes write stories about the bullied, suppressed, and their efforts to survive.

      Do me a favor, though. As you read these stories, you really shouldn’t look down.

      Denise A. Agnew

      January 2024
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        “WE SHALL SEE THAT WHICH DOGS HOWL IN THE DARK, AND THAT AT WHICH CATS PRICK THEIR EARS UP AFTER MIDNIGHT.”

        H.P. LOVECRAFT.

      

      

      That morning, deep in the New York City Subway in an employee locker room, maintenance worker Manny Guzman reconsidered his usual fondness for solitude.

      City noise would be good right now. Yeah. This place gave him, as his great grandmother used to say, the jimjams. Things whispered down here. Creaked. Groaned. Every time he ventured into the bowels of the subway, the sounds got louder. Thank goodness for music.

      Jazz pumped into his ears through his earbuds. The smooth sound soothed his nerves. He’d take his comforts where he could get them. Working down here sucked, with the darkness leaning around every corner and fetid smells assaulting his nose.

      Glaring florescent lights flickered. Manny looked up from his work. “Ah, come on! Not again.”

      He reached for his flashlight. Hesitated. The lights stayed steady.

      He’d complained to his boss yesterday that lights kept flickering in this room despite all the work Manny had done to fix them. Dickhead boss had grunted, shrugged, and told Manny he must have screwed up the repair.

      So, he endured the unreliable lighting while tinkering with a busted doorknob leading into the locker room.

      A rumble started below his feet. He paused. Plucked out one earbud and listened. Rumbling vibrated harder under him until items in the locker room trembled. It wasn’t the subway. He’d worked here long enough to know the difference.

      “What the actual…”

      A door on a locker banged as it swung back and forth.

      His tool box slid off the bench. Plaster Fell off the ceiling as the rumble turned to a roar.

      Manny dropped his screwdriver and staggered. The earth did a jolt, and he fell on his butt with a yell.

      The earth jerked again and halted.

      Stillness.

      Manny breathed hard, his heart thundering in his ears.

      “Well, shit.”

      Earthquake.

      He hopped to his feet, unsteady and trembling. Fear pinged and sparked in his veins. He fumbled with the radio on his belt.

      “Central, this is Guzman. Come in.”

      Static.

      “Damn it! Central this is Guzman. Did you guys feel that? Was that an earthquake?”

      Static.

      He reached for the cell phone in his overalls and tried to call. No bars. Fighting a sense of unreality, he tried a text. Waited. Nothing went through.

      A primal squeaking echoed somewhere in the subway.

      What now?

      It didn’t sound like a human or a trapped animal. He stuffed his cell phone in his pocket.

      The squeaking turned into a shriek.

      Manny’s heartbeat throbbed in his chest as sweat broke out over his body. It sounded like a pterodactyl in a dinosaur movie.

      “No freaking way, dude. No way. You’re losing it.”

      He stared at the opposite wall, which was lined with lockers, a sink, and door leading to subway tracks.

      The squeaking grew louder. He placed his ear against the wall.

      A huge thump pounded the wall next to his head. He lurched backward.

      A roar from outside the room made him cover his ears and yell out. The roar died away and he broke free of his shock. No way was he staying here. He ran to the opposite exit and tried to open it, but it didn’t budge.

      “Come on, damn you! Come on!”

      He struggled with the door as squeaks and roars started again, growing more intense. Freaked now, he pulled harder and yanked the door open.

      Hesitated. What if…?

      He peered outside into the maintenance hallway. Looked left and right. It was clear. Lights in the hallway flickered. Another roar nearby made him jump. He sprinted down the hall to his left and hit the stairs, bounding up them to make his escape into the world above.
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        * * *

      

      Max Geary lay in his bed, stuck in the dream.

      He was in a Middle Eastern desert. Again. A military convoy. In the Hummer with three other soldiers. He lived inside this dream several times a week, knowing what would occur before it happened yet unable to break from the dream before shit went down. The other men talked and laughed, their distinctive English accents ringing in his ears. No, that wasn’t all. There was Geordie, with his thick-as-gruel Glaswegian accent. Geordie always teased Max that he couldn’t hide that he’d grown up in London. Max would remind Geordie most people could still understand him, whereas Geordie sometimes received puzzled looks even from other Scots.

      But Max couldn’t dwell on that thought. No.

      He tensed. Alert. Ready.

      The vehicle drove by a woman wearing burka.

      She rushed his vehicle.

      Max shouted a warning, but the world turned white and the roar in his ears changed his world to hell.

      Max jolted upright in bed, sweating and panting just as the bed swayed, and the floor trembled.

      He stayed in bed, hanging on as his apartment creaked, moaned, and swayed. Books flew off the shelves. His cell phone launched off the bedside table.

      The quake stopped.

      “Bloody hell.”

      His cell phone rang, and he almost jumped a foot. He reached for it. The screen said, Mum.

      “Mum, you okay?”

      Her sweet voice calmed his nerves. “We're fine. Did you feel those earthquakes? I tried phoning earlier, but the line was engaged.”

      Puzzled, he asked, “Earthquakes? More than one?”

      “Didn’t you feel them? Did you take too many tablets last night?”

      Max frowned. Here we bloody well go. “No, mum.”

      “How many tablets?”

      He sighed and swung out of the bed. “One, all right? That’s all. Just one like the doctor ordered.”

      He heard her sigh all the way through the line. “Good.”

      Might as well tell her now.

      “I’m stopping tomorrow. These things give me nightmares.”

      “Are you sure you wouldn't have bad dreams anyway? And you can’t go cold turkey on pills like that.”

      Max knew it, but sometimes he didn’t give a damn.

      “No, I'm not sure I wouldn’t have bad dreams anyway.”

      “All right. But be sure to ask your doctor first. If you don’t follow strict orders with your tablets you could end up in hospital.”

      He sighed, rubbed the stubble on his chin. He knew she meant well, but she spent too much time worrying.

      “Right,” he said. ‘He'd have me on even more tablets.”

      “Well, do what you want, Max. You always have anyway. Is your flat safe for now? I mean, with the earthquake?

      “Few books fell over. Better than getting blown up in Afghanistan.”

      His mother left in a meaningful pause, something she always did when she didn’t approve of something he’d said.

      “I really wish you wouldn't joke about that,” she said.

      Time to change the subject.

      “Not joking, mum. Your house all right?”

      ‘Your father is checking. Darling, maybe you shouldn't go to that group session today. Do you have to take the subway?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Take a taxi.”

      “Last I checked my bank account isn't that full.”

      “You're sure that therapy is helping?”

      “It's the only thing that's helped.”

      “Revealing all your dirty linen. It's unseemly, Max, to tell--”

      ‘I gotta go. I'm already late. I'll ring you later.”

      He disconnected the call. He sat on the edge of the bed contemplating the mess around him. Finally he stood, headed to the bathroom and showered.

      Later, in front of the mirror, he contemplated the day’s worth of beard on his face. Mum would say it made him look like a gangbanger. But she would, always worrying that as a black man who grew up in London, he would be treated differently here in New York City. Most people didn’t react to his skin color in the vast multicultural landscape of the city, but they did appear stunned sometimes when his accent didn’t conform to what they thought should be coming out of his mouth.

      He ran his hand over the bristly beard. Today his brown eyes looked tired and hollow.

      Fuck it all. People could take him the way he was.

      He wasn’t going to shave.

      He opened the radio app on his cell phone and put it aside. A reporter came on.

      “Preliminary data says the last earthquake was 4.5 on the Richter scale. Police report some looting is already happening. A man held up a store and claimed the end of the world is coming because of the earthquakes.”

      Max opened the medicine cabinet, took out a bottle labeled Xanax. He opened it and poured one into his hand. His hand shook, and he took a deep breath. Stared at the pill. He put the pill back in the bottle, placed the bottle on the shelf and slammed the medicine cabinet.

      A crack appeared in the mirror and bisected his face. He snorted and shook his head.

      “Bugger all.”
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        * * *

      

      Anna Bennett rushed around her apartment straightening fallen objects while her television blared news about the earthquake that morning. She stopped at the breakfast bar to grab her orange juice and took a sip. Her gaze fell on an open legal-sized envelope showing signed divorce papers from Douglas Bennett. She’d already signed them and so had Douglas. Relief filled her. At least that part of her life would be over soon. Thank God. It had been over for a year while their lawyers wrangled the details, and she couldn’t wait to start a new life as an unmarried woman.

      A rumble vibrated under her feet but faded within seconds. A car alarm blared outside and a few seconds later she heard the telltale beep of someone using a remote to shut down the noise. She placed her orange juice glass on the counter and waited in anticipation. The earth stilled.

      The quakes rattled her, but she’d taken them in stride. In a city the size of New York, the hustle and bustle had woven into the fabric of her being along ago. Sure, it wasn’t as peaceful as Upstate where she’d grown up, but she could handle it.

      A text message dinged on her smartphone on the coffee table and she started. She picked up the phone and read the text.

      Douglas.

      Anna, U all right? Coming over.

      Anna ignored her soon-to-be ex-husband’s text. Instead, her attention was snagged by a reporter on television standing in front of a police barricade.

      A studio newscaster asked, “Harper, are the subways open?”

      The reporter on the street said, “Yes. The city says no damage has happened to the subway itself.”

      Anna snorted. “How do they know that already? Good ole New York City. Open for business.”

      The studio reporter said, “Earthquakes don't happen here in this city. Do authorities have any idea what caused them?”

      The reporter named Harper said, “Earthquakes do happen here, just not large ones nor very often. Most of the time, if they're micro quakes, people can't feel them. Scientists say the last two quakes occurred in the Ramapo Fault. The largest earthquake in our area happened back in 1884 and rated a five. A 4.5 is significant.”

      Anna’s phone rang, and she turned down the television. Douglas’s name popped up on the screen. She picked up.

      “What do you want, Douglas?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. What about you?”

      “I’m so thankful you're all right.”

      Anna flopped down in a chair. “You’ve got to stop this.”

      “Stop what?”

      “You know what, damn it. We're divorced. The papers are signed. We're done.”

      She hung up.
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        * * *

      

      As Lorraine Seabert opened the safe in the den and reached for the pistol, she didn’t feel like a twelve-year-old. Instead, she felt the weight of what she had to do next press down on her as if she were a hundred. The cold metal of the weapon didn’t feel alien, but it reminded her how lethal it could become.

      In the background, somewhere outside the den, a man and woman argued loudly, words unintelligible.

      The woman screamed and Lorraine jolted. She heard a loud thud and the screaming stopped.

      Lorraine checked the gun for safety and slipped it into her backpack along with an extra clip. She stared at the stack of money in the safe and contemplated taking it. No, she wouldn’t give anyone an even bigger excuse to arrest her. Stealing the gun would be bad enough. Besides, she’d saved up and the money already in her backpack would be enough.

      She worked quickly, intense fear and anger rising inside. Anger dominated, shoving aside the dread until her skin heated. The top of her head felt like it might pop off, and she tried to slow her frantic breathing. She remembered her mother, long ago, telling her that if she didn’t stop panting, she’d pass out. Lorraine had once, after indulging in a particularly rampant screaming match with her mother.

      Footsteps thudded down the stairs and Lorraine swung around, the backpack firmly in her left hand. Her thirty-something stepfather appeared at the den door. An ill-fitting suit hung on his thin frame. His blond hair stuck up in places, and his pale, gaunt face wore a cruel grin. Cadaver man.

      Lorraine reached inside the backpack and pulled out the weapon.

      Her stepfather moved to just inside the doorway, his face flushing red with anger. The gun trembled in her fingers as a rush of fear bolted through her.

      ‘What the hell are you doing, Lorraine? Stealing from me? You--”

      “Stay away from me!”

      “You little bitch. I'll teach you!”

      She ran around the side of the desk with the backpack and gun.

      He lunged. She lifted the weapon. Fired.

      He fell to the floor and a scream tore out of him as he grabbed his leg.

      Fueled by stark fear, she ran.
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        * * *

      

      Hannibal Ochoa sat on his twin bed in the small, dingy apartment room and stared at his teenage brother Miguel in exasperation. Miguel lay on his own twin bed across the room and eyeballed the gun in Hannibal’s grip. Hannibal knew he’d made his little brother uneasy. The kid didn’t have the balls for this plan. Hannibal understood that Miguel needed training, and he was the man to do it. At the same time, Hannibal saw Miguel’s slimmer frame, the way his dark brown hair hung too long over his face and his almost angelic features and knew the boy would get eaten alive out in the real world looking like that. The only thing making him less than a baby boy face was the scar hidden under his hair along his temple. Sort of like Harry Potter.

      In New York City there were plenty of men willing to do bad things, to make Miguel their slave, sexually or otherwise. To tear him into a million pieces. Hannibal swallowed hard as his eyes stung. He drew in a deep breath. Tough love is what it took.

      Miguel threw him a dirty look. “You're freakin' me out, dude. Quit staring.”

      Hannibal grinned. ‘This feels right, man. We're going to do this.”

      Miguel sat up, his younger face etched with uncertainty. “’Cause Richard told us to? Because Pops can't get himself out of the shit? Really? We don't owe Pops nothin’.”

      “Yeah, we do. If it weren't for him we'd be living on the street. He's all we got.”

      “He got himself into this. We can't get him out. You're always making excuses for Pops⁠—”

      Hannibal stood. “We get him out of this, or he dies. We all die. We don’t have a choice.”

      Miguel eyeballed his older brother, and his stomach dropped. Hell, it did more than drop, it plunged like an elevator straight to hell. He didn’t want to do this. Part of him longed to tell Hannibal to go screw himself.

      Miguel crossed his arms and stared at the acid rock poster on the wall across from him. “We’ve always got a choice.”

      Hannibal snorted and gestured to the book on Miguel’s bed stand. “You been reading those fag new age books again? They’re putting stupid ideas in your head.”

      Heat flooded Miguel’s face. Sometimes, around his brute of a brother, Miguel felt like a fuckin’ genius. He knew his brother was smart, but he was also dumb. Yet Miguel couldn’t think of a way to get himself out of this mess short of taking some of that money stuffed under his mattress and walking out the door. Maybe he would. He’d take the money while Hannibal wasn’t looking.

      “Maybe we deserve it. Maybe we deserve to die,” Miguel said.

      Hannibal’s mouth went tight, his brown eyes hard. “Bullshit. Don’t say that again.”

      Miguel relented for the moment.
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        * * *

      

      From his couch, Arnold Katumura stretched and yawned, his coffee not doing a damn thing to wake him up. Even the sun streaming into his apartment didn’t energize his lazy cells. Turning forty had done something to him. Slowed his freaking will to wake up, apparently. You’d think earthquakes would be enough to get his attention. He turned on the television.

      A female reporter in the studio shared the screen with a male reporter on the street.

      “Can you tell us what the authorities are saying now?” the female reporter asked.

      The male reporter perked up. “Jaclyn, we've talked to Doctor Phillip Heinrich, a local seismologist about these quakes. As reported earlier, he says there's nothing to be concerned about. These are just aftershocks from the initial quake.”

      Arnold sat up straight and snorted. “Right. Sure, that's all it is. Huh!”

      Galvanized, he grabbed his smartphone off the coffee table and dialed his boss Stefan Croyvich. He put the phone on speaker. Arnold sprung off the couch and started pacing.

      Stefan answered, sounding agitated. “Arnold?”

      “Yeah. Are you watching TV? The news has talked to Heinrich. Do you know what kind of bull he's feeding them?”

      Stefan cleared his throat. “I can guess. What of it?”

      “Do you see what's happening? Have you warned Emergency Management? The mayor? The President? Anyone?”

      “No way.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “What do you expect me to do, Arnold? This has gone way beyond both of us.”

      “The hell it has. We're a part of this. We've got to make it right.”

      “How? By going to the press? That's useless. They aren't going to believe someone like us over Heinrich.”

      “That's a crock. You know the truth as well as I do. Screw so-called national security and the space program. We have to do something.”

      “I can't do anything. I lost my job last week.”

      Arnold stopped pacing. Shock made him pause, but only for a moment before his feet continued and he found his voice. “What?”

      “I tried to tell them I supported your theory, Arnold.”

      “Nothing like agreeing with me at the last minute.”

      “They don't care. I have shit influence with the department. You're on your own.”

      “That's it? You're willing to throw me and everyone else under the bus? You know how serious this is.”

      “I’m taking my wife and kids to my in-laws. We'll hunker down until it's over. My in-laws are far enough into the mountains we'll survive this shit.”

      Arnold grunted. “Well, good luck with that. If what I predicted happens, heading to the mountains isn't going to save you.”

      “Sorry, Arnold.”

      “Sorry isn't good enough. People have to be told.”

      “They'll just think you're a crackpot. Save yourself and get outta town.”

      Arnold stopped pacing for good, feeling a new and terrifying heaviness mix with his anger. “I can't do that, man. I'm not some amoral asshole like--”

      “Like me? Listen...you got information backed up on something?”

      Arnold paused. Considered. “Yeah. How did you know?”

      “I didn't until just now,” Stephan said, his voice hardening. “Where is the information? You got it with you?”

      “No. It's at the office.”

      Damn it.

      “Look, before I got shit canned last week some of the others were acting like they planned to abandon our station in the network if anything bad happened. If you could get in there somehow⁠—”

      “I’ve still got my key.” Arnold perked up. “Those pecker woods didn't even think to ask me to give it back. That's how confident they are it doesn't matter.”

      “Then take the key and use it.”

      The line went dead. Arnold tossed his cell phone on the couch and growled in anger.

      The television reported a series of continuous micro quakes.

      “Shit, shit, shit.”

      He grabbed his cell phone and raced out of the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      As Arnold came upon his old workplace, he admitted to himself, not for the first time, that the building gave up the fact it was hiding something. If the agency had any brains, they wouldn’t have placed bars over the windows. This street, not far from the subway, had buildings left over from the nineteenth century, most filled with various businesses. His workplace building had been commandeered years ago for the sole purpose of hiding secrets in plain sight. While the door didn’t scream secret government facility on a placard by the door, rumors had spread that it was Federal Bureau of Investigation. The rumor had stuck, and the real agency hidden in the building rode it for all it was worth.

      Arnold used his key to get inside and allowed the heavy door to shut behind him. Ahead was a solid secondary door with a keypad. What if they’d changed his key code? They had to…they wouldn’t be stupid enough to leave it the same, right?

      “Here goes nothing.”

      He punched in numbers and letters on the keypad. He heard a click and the door popped open.

      He chuckled. “Son-of-a-bitch.”

      He hoped the cameras outside and inside the building had been disabled, but if they hadn’t, he only had a few minutes to spare before New York’s finest came down on his head. He couldn’t resist. He spied the camera just inside the office and flipped it the bird.

      The office was dark and silent. He rushed to the back office where he’d worked, opened a desk drawer and a hidden compartment. He grabbed a thumb drive nestled inside a small indentation and pocketed the drive. Within moments he’d exited the building.

      Arnold ran a short distance on the crowded sidewalk. He reached a subway entrance, then hurried down the steps. Once inside the subway, he noted there weren’t as many commuters as normal for a weekday. Then again, the earthquakes had probably disrupted their schedules and many of them would be too apprehensive to leave the dubious safety of their homes. He used his subway pass and reached the platform just as a crowd entered a train. He ran and hopped aboard before the doors closed.
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        * * *

      

      Lorraine scampered down a set of subway stairs, her heart banging in her chest. She breathed hard, feeling like she might faint from the sheer fright of what she’d done.

      You just shot a guy.

      “Yeah, but he deserved it,” she whispered.

      Seconds after, she wondered if she’d gone past the point of no return. Shooting an asshole, no matter how much of an asshole he was, meant going to jail. Authorities might charge her as an adult. Wouldn’t they? Then again, she could play the twelve-years-old card and maybe she’d get off light and some time in a place for juveniles. Yeah, they probably wouldn’t throw her in jail with bitches old enough to be her grandmother.

      I don’t care what they do. He deserved it.

      Fear still pulsed in her veins, keeping her chest tight and every muscle in her body hair-trigger ready to run.

      She arrived at a semi-deserted platform and stood near a pillar, taking one deep breath after another.

      A homeless
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