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Beneath the dim, flickering light of a single, naked bulb, Tom Rourke sat hunched on the cold, dust-choked floorboards of what remained of his childhood home. The bulb buzzed like an angry insect, casting spasms of jaundiced light across the peeling wallpaper. Every so often, the light died for a heartbeat, plunging the room into a thick, living darkness that felt as though it crept a little closer each time.

At twenty-two, unemployed, unwashed, and exhausted, Tom had grown into the house like mould. He had lived here on the outskirts of town for as long as he could remember—a forgotten place clinging to the edge of a dead river. The local authority had condemned it months ago. Toxic waste from the chemical plant upstream had seeped into the soil, the walls, even the tap water. The whole estate had been quietly abandoned, fenced off, and left to rot. The demolition crews would arrive in days.

And with them, the end of the only life Tom knew.

“Where do I go from here?” he whispered, voice cracking like the warped floor beneath him. His trembling fingers raked through clumps of greasy hair as a sour, metallic smell—chemical runoff baked into the plaster—stung his nose.

Across from him, in their makeshift terrarium, Gonzalo and Princess stirred.

The African land snails sensed something. They always did. Their massive bodies shifted with a slow, wet drag, leaving glistening streaks across the tank’s grimy glass. Tom had found the tank years ago in the basement, half-buried under rubbish bags and mould-eaten newspapers. Back then, the snails had been palm-sized curiosities. Now, each one stretched nearly a foot long, their shells swollen to the size of footballs—thick, spiralling armour marbled with strange new colours that hadn’t been there before the river turned sickly green.

Tom’s chest tightened with the familiar ache of grief. Every crack in this house held a memory of his mother—her voice, her laugh, even her last rasping breaths as she died in her bed five years earlier. The night she passed, the air had been heavy with rot from the river, and the snails had stayed perfectly still, as if listening.

“Mum always said you two were special,” Tom murmured, forcing a smile as he pressed a hand to the tank’s warm glass. “I guess she was right.”

The snails had become the one constant in the collapsing ruin of his life. Their slow, deliberate motions soothed him. Their alien beauty distracted him from the decay spreading through the estate. He fed them faithfully—lettuce, cucumber, crushed eggshells to strengthen their spiralling shells. Caring for them gave him purpose when everything else fell apart.

But today, their presence felt different. He felt watched. As though the creatures, once comforting, now stared with an unsettling, patient intelligence.

“Looks like we don’t have much time left,” Tom whispered. “It’s not safe for you here anymore. And I... I can’t take you with me.”

As he gazed into the tank, something thick and viscous slid down Gonzalo’s shell—darker than slime, tinged red like rusted blood.

And for the first time, Tom wondered whether something in this poisoned house had changed them in ways he could no longer understand.

The late afternoon sun bled through the filth-smeared windows, casting an oily, unnatural glow across the decrepit house. The light seemed wrong—too thick, too yellow—like it had been tainted by the same airborne poison that hung over the toxic river. As it filtered through the gaps in the warped boards, it painted long, twisted shadows that crawled up the peeling walls like desperate fingers.

Tom paced the length of his bedroom, boots crunching over old plaster flakes and insect husks. His breath hitched in his throat, each inhale tasting faintly of mould, metal, and something sharper—something that reminded him of the chemical plant. Something corrosive.

His mind churned, a cyclone of panic and fury threatening to swallow him whole.

“Those bastards,” he hissed, clenching his fists until the knuckles popped. “They’re just trying to cover up their own mess.”

He didn’t need proof. Proof was everywhere—bubbling out of the river in choking green foam, creeping up his walls in strange patterns that looked almost fungal, and lodged deep in the rattling coughs of the remaining townsfolk. The local authority didn’t care who got sick, who died, or who vanished. They cared about liability. About burying the evidence beneath rubble and fresh soil.

And if Tom stayed here long enough, they’d bury him too—accidentally on purpose.

He stopped pacing and turned to the tank in the corner. Gonzalo and Princess stirred, their huge bodies shifting with a slow, deliberate squelch. Their antennae twitched, sensing the tremor in his voice. Something about them seemed... different in this sickly light. Their shells glistened with a slick sheen, almost pulsing, as though something inside them was growing—changing.

“Okay, listen up, you two,” Tom murmured, steadying himself. His voice cracked with dread and determination. “Things are gonna change, and I don’t know how to make it work. But I promise... no matter what happens, I’ll find a way to keep you safe.”

A ripple moved across Princess’s mantle—too fast, too aware. A thin line of darker slime dribbled down the glass, hissing faintly where it touched an old paint stain. Tom didn’t notice. Or maybe he refused to.

A strange, reckless fire ignited in him. It licked through his chest, hot and urgent—the first spark of purpose he’d felt in years. Fear was still there, gnawing at the edges of his thoughts, but something fiercer rose to meet it.

“Mum always said we were survivors,” he whispered, as if invoking her ghost. “And she never lied to me. We’ll find a way. We have to.”

Gonzalo’s antennae swayed slowly, rhythmically. A nod. An acknowledgement. The movement sent a cold shiver down Tom’s spine—but he forced himself to smile.

The snails pressed their massive bodies against the glass as though listening intently, their shadows warped across the wall—longer and stranger than they had any right to be.

Together, in the dying light of a poisoned sun, they faced whatever future awaited them. A future steeped in uncertainty, dread, and something else entirely. Something growing. Something hungry.

Outside, the last rays of daylight flickered—and the house seemed to exhale, as though waking from a long, festering sleep. The sun slipped beneath the horizon as if drowning in the toxic haze that clung to the river outside, leaving the house steeped in bruised twilight. In the dimness, the dusty floorboards seemed to breathe, exhaling motes of grit with every creak. Tom felt the familiar weight settle on his shoulders—a cold, leaden responsibility he carried like a tumour lodged beneath his ribs.

It was feeding time.

He opened the wheezing refrigerator door, its bulb flickering weakly before surrendering to darkness. The vegetables inside were wilted and slightly slimy, absorbing the same airborne poison that coated everything in the estate, but the snails never seemed to mind. He grabbed a handful of limp salad leaves, soft cucumber slices, and the jar of crushed eggshells from the cupboard—its lid warped with rust and damp.

As he approached the terrarium, a peculiar warmth radiated from it, as if the glass itself had a pulse.

“Alright, guys,” he murmured, voice softening despite the unease twisting through him. He lifted the lid and reached in.

Their bodies glistened in the dimness—thick, heavy coils of flesh that quivered beneath his fingertips. The slime clinging to their skin felt different tonight—stickier, hotter, almost tacky between his fingers like half-dried glue. Gonzalo shuddered beneath his touch, and a faint tremor travelled through the mossy bedding.

“Dinner time.”

He scattered the salad across the bed of moss. The snails reacted instantly—far faster than usual. Their enormous antennae flicked upward, quivering in the stale air before they began to glide, leaving dark, iridescent trails behind them. Tom watched, captivated and horrified in equal measure, as Princess’s shell caught the sparse light and shimmered with faint, unnatural colours—purples and deep greens, like oil on water.

The eggshells rattled in the jar as he sprinkled them generously over the meal. The powder hit the bedding with a faint hiss, dissolving in tiny fizzing droplets where it touched certain patches of their slime.

“I mustn’t forget this,” he muttered.

The snails lunged—not the slow, dreamy stretch he knew, but a sudden, hungry surge. Their radulas rasped greedily, the sound sharp and wet, like sandpaper tearing at meat. Princess’s mantle throbbed with each bite. Gonzalo’s mouthparts flexed in a way that made something deep in Tom’s brain recoil.

As they devoured the shells, Tom’s thoughts drifted to what came next. The eviction. The uncertainty. The unthinkable choices.

Their species laid hundreds of eggs every few months. Enough to devastate ecosystems. Enough to become a crawling, unstoppable plague if released. But he couldn’t take the snails with him—how could a soon to be homeless man carry a giant glass terrarium with him.

“Maybe I can find someone who’ll take you both in,” he whispered, though he already knew how impossible that was. His chest tightened. “But who’d want a couple of giant snails?”

Gonzalo froze mid-feeding. Slowly, deliberately, his antennae turned towards Tom. A shiver rattled down Tom’s spine as the snail’s great, shadowy silhouette stretched unnaturally across the wall.

Princess didn’t pause. Her body pulsed rhythmically, greedily, every contraction pushing more of the eggshell mush into her cavernous maw.

“Damn it,” Tom choked, fists clenching, eyes burning with tears that refused to fall. “I can’t just leave you two here. But I can’t set you free either. You’d... you’d tear through everything.”

He leaned heavily against the terrarium, the warmth of the glass seeping into his skin. His head swam, the air thick with the coppery tang of their slime and the sourness of his own fear. His thoughts spun wildly, caught in the tightening vice of an impossible choice.

The snails fed on, relentless and methodical, their alien calm a cruel contrast to the storm inside him.

At last, he drew a shuddering breath. The decision crystallised like frost in his mind—sharp, inevitable, irreversible.

“Tonight,” he




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
| AN EXTREME HORROR STORin
, :
TIM O'ROURKE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





