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A is for Alone on the Devils Doorstep (Frightening and Fantastic Tales A to Z, #1)

He stared into the emptiness as the steady sound of a pick striking stone came from the gloomy depths. It had to be his imagination. There was no room for ghosts, and the legends of ghosts in his ordered world. Dead was dead, and there was no coming back.

It happened so fast there was no time to react. One moment Pete was moving through the darkness of the mine, the small lantern affixed to his helmet lighting his path with a narrow beam of light. The next he was overwhelmed by a dense cloud of dust as the roof of the mine behind him collapsed without warning. Tons of dropping stones displaced the air so fast he was driven forward by a gust of wind, nearly falling to the rocky ground as he struggled to maintain his balance.

Boulders and stones tumbled to the ground behind him as he covered his nose and mouth with a handkerchief to keep the dust out. But it was too late, his teeth and tongue were coated with a coarse film that turned to mud in his mouth. A piece of grit had gotten into one eye, and though it was tiny, it felt like a pebble had become lodged beneath the lid. Breathing through his handkerchief Pete crossed to his tool bag and sat down. 

It was the only thing he could do, withdraw within himself, and wait for the dust to settle. He turned off the light on his hard hat, after all, he didn’t know how long he was going to be down here and lowered his head to his knees to wait. Not being the superstitious type, he felt comfortable in the dark, and as he waited his thoughts turned to what happened.

There had been warnings about a potential cave in for the past two weeks. If the older miners were to be believed, Gustaf was growing restless.

Hiram Gustaf had been one of the first miners killed in Tredwell number seven affectionately dubbed The Pit. They believed it was his ghost that had been knocking on the stones, trying to warn them of the coming danger. 

Pete knew the knocking was the result of subsidence, they’d had a particularly wet spring, and as a result the water soaking into the ground washed away loose earth creating voids that were filled when smaller stones fell into them. It was a natural process as far away from anything paranormal as one could get. 

Yet the tales persisted. It was, after all, in a miner’s nature. Mining carried its own unique risks, and every time a miner ventured beneath the ground, death rode perched upon their shoulder. From falling and sliding rock, to exploding air hoses, the potential for serious injury and death waited around every corner.

An electrician with the Treadwell mine Pete and his crew had been removing the last of the lighting from shaft 17C in preparation for closing it permanently. Structural problems had been recently uncovered, and though the shaft was likely to produce for another six months, it would have been foolish to continue operations. 

Did the others get out? The question rose to the surface of his mind, and he thought back to where everyone was before the cave in. 

They should have. They had reached the vertical shaft that would take them up to the next level when he realized he had forgotten his tool bag. Had it not been for that, he would be on the other side with the rest of them. 

It was only a hundred dollars worth of tools, but hey, a hundred bucks was a hundred bucks. He dropped his hand to the tool bag next to him, comforted by its familiar shape. It was his link to who he was, and what lay beyond the plug of jumbled boulders blocking his way out. 

They would be working on it soon, the thought came as a stream of pebbles cascaded down the stone on his right. Not a question, yet, but a confident assertation that had yet to be questioned. 

Pete was a third-generation miner who had gotten the education his father and grandfather lacked. He had not followed the path they wanted. They wanted him to become a doctor, or a lawyer, anything but a miner who spent the better part of their life beneath the ground. However, he had been drawn to the job by their stories of the deep mines, and the men who toiled in them. He wanted to belong to that select brotherhood that every day walked into harm's way to eke out a living and drive a nation.

After what felt like an hour, he turned on his lamp, lifted his head, and slowly opened his eyes. The beam of his light pierced the darkness gathered around him, illuminating the wall of the tunnel across from him that carried the scars of their digging. Long narrow gouges marred the face of the stone. Like the claw marks of some ancient beast, and a chill ran the length of his spine as he turned his head to the right, to illuminate the pile of boulders that blocked the tunnel.

He was alone. 

The realization hit him with the force of a physical blow, and though he had never been one to chatter, he now realized just how important the background noise of everyday life could be. 

It’s as silent as a tomb, and he trembled at the thought that this might well become his grave. In a perfect world they would do everything in their power to rescue him, working around the clock if necessary, unfortunately Tredwell was not known for expanding any more effort than necessary to protect its miners.

If the cave in wasn’t too bad they would try to rescue him, on the other hand, and here he stopped before this line of reasoning got too far ahead, and the discomfort he felt bloomed into full blown panic. There was nothing he could do but wait. 

Turning off his light to conserve the battery he rested his head on his arms crossed over his knees. Around him the earth slowly settled in a quiet voice he was beginning to find disturbing. The temperature was climbing, wrapping him in a cocoon of warmth that would soon become uncomfortable. Shaft 17C was so deep it was rumored that one had to be careful where they swung their pick for fear of knocking on the devil’s doorway.

A chill slithered down his back at the thought, and he refocused his attention on those waiting for him above ground. 

Without ventilation, the temperature usually hovered around one hundred and five. With the shaft blocked, it was anybody’s guess how hot it would get. As the heat seeped through his heavy work coat, he reached for his water. Luckily, he had brought several bottles, but he only took a small sip. As much as it pained him to do so, he knew it would be best to conserve every drop of water he could. 

A faint knock disturbed him, and he lifted his head, realizing when he did that he had fallen asleep while sitting up. His back was screaming from being locked in one position and he looked at his watch. It was eleven fifteen. Was that PM or AM. It had been a little after nine AM when the cave in occurred. In the deathless silence the passage of time mocked him. 

He stretched his legs, his knees popping as he massaged his numb thighs. His rear end was numb as well and while rolling over to push himself to his feet he became aware of that distant knocking. The steady, measured, strikes were coming from the direction of the cave in. 

Turning his light on he found the dust had settled as much as it was likely to, and he was near the face of the mine. The deepest part they had worked up to. The stone around him scarred by the marks of their passage. Narrow lines gouged out of solid stone from drills boring to set explosives for blasting. The knocking continued, coming from the jumble of boulders that plugged the passageway.

Were they trying to communicate with him, to verify he was alive. 

Pushing himself to his feet, his back screaming in protest, he snatched the hammer from his tool bag and crossed to the collapsed section of the roof. There he beat on the face of the largest boulder, hitting it ten times in rapid succession. He stopped, and leaned in close, pressing his ear against the silent face. 

Did they hear him? He wondered as he listened. Nothing. He struck the face of the largest boulder again, ten times as fast as he could, his bicep burning from the exertion. If they didn’t hear him, they wouldn’t be back, and he would join the list of miner’s whose remains had become entombed over the years. 

He listened intently, beads of sweat trickling down his brow, and his back. The air around him was already becoming stale without ventilation. 

How long do I have?

He pushed the thought away as he rested his ear against the surface of the boulder, straining to hear the slightest sound that might indicate they were coming to save him. Then he heard it, a faint, distant pounding that mirrored his own. It had to be them, it couldn’t be an echo of his strikes.

They were coming. How long it would take was anybody’s guess, but they were coming to get him. He turned back to where he had left his tool bag, intending to sit back down to wait for their arrival. Halfway across the small chamber the light on his helmet flickered briefly before going out completely. 

The battery was dead.

He stopped, trying to recall how close he had been to his tool bag. It contained a spare battery. If he could find it, he could replace the dead battery. Carefully he dropped to his hands and knees, his eyes wide open, yet completely blind, as he cautiously worked his way forward, reaching out with one hand to feel for his tool bag.

A thought emerged at the edge of his consciousness, and he struggled to keep it at bay. Yet it persisted, blossoming into his mind like a deadly flower. Carrying with it a cold clarity that made his knees weak and turned the blood in his veins into ice water. 

This is what it’s like to be buried alive.

He struggled against the panic threatening to overwhelm him, taking in slow steady breaths after coming to a stop. He did not want to get turned around in the dark. After a few moments the panic passed, and he continued on his hands and knees, the sharp edges of loose stone cutting into the flesh of his palms as he carefully worked his way across the stony ground. 

He’d been less than twenty feet away from his tool bag, and the spare battery, when his light went out. An area that could be covered in just a few steps if he could see. Less than the distance across the front porch of his house where his wife and daughter were now waiting. Surely they had been told of the cave in. 

Would they know he was trapped? 

He was confident they had figured that out by now and told his wife. She would be waiting by the phone for any news while his daughter, Becky, played nearby, blissfully unaware of the danger he was in. Later, after it was all said and done, maybe they would tell her. Of course, that would depend on whether he survived or not. 

If he didn’t. 

He let that thought die the quiet death it deserved. As long as he was still breathing, he would do everything in his power to get home.

Without ventilation how long would that be? The question arose and he quickly squashed it with a stubbornness born from years of hard work.

Warily he reached into the emptiness ahead of him. His fingers splayed out as he slowly moved his hand
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