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Chapter 1: The Missing
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Bstood on the frayed carpet of the living room, the smell of microwaved Hot Pockets hanging in the air. The hum of the old TV filled the house, rattling on a metal stand in the corner. His mom was parked on the couch with a can of Tab in hand, her cigarette smoke curling like ghosts around her head. On the screen, a grainy talk show flashed red banners: “THE DEVIL’S IN OUR BACKYARDS?”. The camera zoomed in on a guest—a woman clutching a Bible with white-knuckled fingers, eyes wide and panicked.

“The Satanists are everywhere,” she warned, her voice cracking with desperation. “They’re taking our children!”

The audience gasped. Applause, boos, and murmurs rolled like a wave through the studio as the host leaned forward, hungry for more.

“They don’t just play Dungeons & Dragons—no, no,” she continued. “They’re summoning demons with it! And those heavy metal records? They’re gateways to Hell!”

“Mom,” B muttered, flicking his eyes from the TV. “You believe any of this stuff?”

His mother dragged on her cigarette, eyes glued to the screen. “When you’ve lived long enough, kiddo, you realize crazy things happen every day.” She exhaled, blowing smoke toward the cracked ceiling. “And it’s always the quiet little towns like ours.”

B rolled his eyes and grabbed his backpack off the floor, stuffing a notepad and a few pencils into it. He didn’t buy into the Satanist panic, but something was going on in Ashwood—and it wasn’t just mass hysteria.

Out in the streets, the hot afternoon smelled of tar, mowed grass, and stale popcorn from the gas station. Kids on BMX bikes pedaled past in a blur of windbreakers and neon shoelaces. The summer air carried the faint sound of Guns N’ Roses blasting from someone’s backyard boombox.

When B rounded the corner, he spotted Mike, sitting on his skateboard and chewing bubblegum as he lazily bounced his wheels off the sidewalk edge. “You hear about those kids?” Mike asked, blowing a pink bubble until it popped.

“Which kids?” B adjusted his backpack strap.

“Mark Jansen. Lisa from the arcade. And—what’s his face? Tommy’s older brother.” Mike’s face paled a little, like the words weighed more as he spoke them aloud. “They’re gone, dude.”

“Gone like… ran away?”

“Nah, man. Just gone. Cops found their bikes by the woods and everything.” Mike’s gum snapped again. “Nobody’s seen them since.” B’s heart gave a nervous jolt, but he shook it off. “What do the cops think?” Mike smirked. “They think it’s Satanists.”

“Of course they do.” B gave a dry laugh. “Adults need someone to blame, right?”

“Yeah, well, Crystal said her mom’s freaking out. She thinks it’s a curse or something.” Mike’s grin faltered. “It’s getting weird, man. People are losing it.”

B glanced down the street toward the woods that edged Ashwood—toward the old cemetery, silent and shadowed beneath the oaks. A chill crept into his gut, but he shook it off. Just stories. Just paranoia. Right?

By the time B met up with Crystal and Heather at the arcade, the news was everywhere—three kids gone without a trace. Every adult in town had a theory: Satanists, runaways, kidnappers. The only thing people agreed on was that the woods were cursed.

At the arcade, Ms. Adley—the grumpy manager—had the radio cranked to the local news. The familiar voice of Ashwood’s sheriff echoed from the speaker, a little too calm for comfort:

“We believe the missing children are victims of foul play. We are investigating every lead, and we advise all parents to keep their children indoors after dark.”

Heather nudged B with her elbow, her thick glasses catching the neon glow of a Pac-Man cabinet. “My dad says it’s all that rock music. He says Ozzy Osbourne’s turning kids into killers.”

“Yeah? My mom thinks it’s aliens.” Crystal scoffed, flipping her purple-streaked hair over her shoulder. “Adults are crazy man.”

B leaned on a pinball machine, drumming his fingers. “What if they’re not?” Crystal snorted. “You think Satan’s got a summer house in Ashwood?”

“I think… something’s going on. Something big.” B kept his voice low, glancing at the other kids in the arcade. A knot tightened in his chest. “And I think it starts with those symbols they found out by the cemetery.”

Heather adjusted her backpack straps, smirking. “I read about those. Weird shapes, kinda like pentagrams but not quite. Same symbols showed up in some case in Illinois last year—right before people went missing.”

Crystal folded her arms. “And you think it’s connected?” B shrugged. “Maybe. I mean, what else could it be?”

“A prank,” Crystal said. “Or a bunch of bored goth kids messing with everybody.” Heather frowned. “A prank doesn’t make three kids vanish.”

Mike rolled up on his skateboard, slapping the wheels against the floor. “So, what’s the plan, Sherlock?” B’s mind raced. They could follow the symbols, sneak out to the woods, maybe even… He shook his head. “We meet up after dinner. By the cemetery.” Crystal grinned. “Ooooh, spooky.”

“Don’t bring that dumb bat of yours, Mike,” B said. “We’re investigating, not beating anything up.” Mike shrugged. “What if the Devil and his crew tries to jump us, man.” B just smiled and waved him off.

As the sun dipped low and the heat eased into a cool breeze, Ashwood buzzed with unease. Porch lights clicked on earlier than usual. Parents herded their kids indoors, and the police cruised slowly down Maplewood Street with their lights off, watching.

Inside every house, the news flickered on tube televisions: Satanists in the Heartland. The Devil is Among Us. Interview after interview filled the airwaves—angry moms, teary-eyed witnesses, preachers clutching crosses.

“They’re out there,” a preacher warned on the six o’clock news, staring into the camera with wild eyes. “And they’re coming for your children.”

B sat at the dinner table, barely touching his food. His parents whispered in hushed tones about curfews and kidnappers. His little sister played with her food, blissfully unaware of the storm brewing just outside their door. When his mom glanced at him, her face tightened with worry. “You stay inside tonight, okay?” B forced a smile. “Sure, Mom.”

By the time the group gathered near the cemetery, the moon was high and pale. The air smelled of wet leaves and earth, thick with silence.

B felt the weight of the night settle over him—the kind of heavy, still silence that felt like it could swallow you whole. And standing at the edge of the woods, looking out toward the gravestones… he couldn’t help but feel that maybe, just maybe, the adults were right. Maybe there really was something in those woods. Something watching. Something waiting.


Chapter 2: Strange Symbols
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The woods around Woodhaven Cemetery stretched endlessly, a tangle of oak and pine that hummed with the soft chatter of cicadas. The air smelled of damp leaves, old dirt, and the faint, sugary scent of honeysuckle. The kids trampled through the underbrush like they owned the place, sneakers crunching against twigs and pine needles. A low wind stirred, making the treetops sway and whisper secrets to one another.

Crystal swung her arms lazily, kicking a rock down the path. “So, let me get this straight: you think the Devil kidnapped those kids?”

“Not the Devil,” Mike said, riding his skateboard over the dirt like he was surfing a wave. “Just a bunch of wannabe devil-worshippers.” He veered toward a tree, popped his wheels, and spun. “Like, posers with pentagrams.” Heather rolled her eyes. “You’ve been watching too many music videos.”

They pushed deeper into the woods, Crystal leading the way. She flicked her purple bangs out of her eyes and swatted at a mosquito buzzing too close. “I’m just saying, if it’s Satanists, they gotta have a hideout, right? Like some spooky abandoned church or… I dunno, a crypt.”

B laughed from the back of the group. “Or maybe Atlantis.” Mike scoffed. “Atlantis isn’t real, man.”

“Says you.” B shrugged. “My uncle said the government’s hiding it under the Pentagon.”

“Your uncle’s crazy,” Crystal said, shoving B playfully. “He still thinks Bigfoot is a government experiment.” Heather gave a small, sly smile. “I like Bigfoot.”

“That’s ‘cause you are a Bigfoot and you think everything’s real, Heather.” Mike grinned, spinning in a slow circle on his board. “Aliens, ghosts, Loch Ness monsters…”

“Yeah, and most of it is real,” she shot back. “Just ‘cause you haven’t seen it doesn’t mean it’s not out there.”

The path widened as they reached a clearing, bathed in the fading light of the setting sun. The air here smelled richer,  more concentrated. They found a half-rotted log and plopped down, passing around a bottle of warm soda Crystal had snagged from her mom’s fridge. The plastic cap hissed as she cracked it open, and the cola fizzed up over the edge.

B settled on the log, pulling a crumpled baggie from his jeans pocket. He opened it, shaking out the twisted little joint he’d rolled earlier. It wasn’t the best—more stems than actual bud—but it’d do. “Anyone?” he asked, holding it up.

Crystal raised an eyebrow. “Look at you, trying to be all cool.” B grinned, lighting the joint with a stolen matchbook from the pizza place. He took a deep drag and coughed, hard enough to make Mike fall off his skateboard laughing.

“Smooth, dude,” Crystal teased, snatching the joint from him and taking a hit herself, exhaling with practiced ease. “So, seriously—what do you guys think happened to those kids?”

“They ran away,” Mike said, still chuckling. “Easy.”

“Doubt it,” Heather murmured. She was tracing shapes in the dirt with a stick, thoughtful. “Mark loved it here. He wouldn’t just leave his bike behind.”

B exhaled smoke and leaned back, propping his elbows on the log. “Maybe they got abducted. I mean, weird stuff’s been happening for weeks.”

Heather’s eyes lit up. “Like the lights people saw in the sky!”

“Yeah, sure,” Mike snorted. “Aliens. That makes way more sense.”

“Could be a cult,” Crystal said, blowing out a thin stream of smoke. “I mean, it is the 80s. Cults are everywhere now, right?” B nodded slowly, staring up at the sky, where stars were just starting to peek through the canopy. “Yeah. Maybe.”

They finished the joint, and B crushed the stub into the dirt with his sneaker. The forest seemed quieter now—too quiet. Even the wind had stopped stirring the branches overhead.

Crystal stood up and stretched, cracking her back. “Okay, Scooby Gang. Time to find those creepy symbols.”

The group set off again, cutting deeper into the woods. The tall grass brushed against their legs, cool and damp from the evening air. Mike rolled along beside them on his board until the path got too rough, and he had to carry it under one arm.

They walked in silence for a while, their nerves jangling just enough to keep them quiet. Every snap of a twig or rustle of leaves made them pause, exchanging glances. B felt the hair on his arms stand up—not out of fear exactly, but that weird sense that they were walking somewhere they shouldn’t be.

It was during that sense of unease that they saw it. The first symbol was carved into the trunk of an old oak, its bark peeling like ancient skin. It was a jagged star, not quite a pentagram—more like something a kid might doodle in a notebook during math class. Except this one felt… off. Like it didn’t belong in the world they knew.

Heather crouched to study it, brushing her fingers along the edges of the carving. “This isn’t random.” Crystal knelt beside her. “It’s just goth kids being weird. Nothing to freak out about.” Heather shook her head. “No. It’s… older.” Mike shifted uneasily, holding his skateboard tight. “Older than what?”

“Older than us,” Heather said, almost whispering.

They moved deeper into the forest, and the symbols became more frequent. Some were etched into rocks, others scratched into tree bark. The same jagged star, repeating over and over again, like a warning—or an invitation.

They reached the clearing at the edge of the cemetery just as the last light of day bled out of the sky. There, at the center of the clearing, stood a crude altar made from bones. Animal bones—at least, B hoped they were animal bones—piled in a messy circle. Melted candles surrounded the altar, their wax pooled in the dirt like bloodstains.

The air smelled like burned wood and something sour, like spoiled milk. B’s stomach twisted as he stepped closer, squinting at the mess of bones. “Okay,” Mike whispered, voice tight. “This is… really weird.”

“It’s probably just some kids messing around trying to scare people,” Crystal said, but even she didn’t sound convinced. Heather stood frozen, staring at the altar like it might reach out and grab her. “This isn’t a joke,” she whispered. “This is… something else.”

B felt his pulse quicken. The world around him seemed sharper—every shadow deeper, every sound louder. A branch snapped in the distance, and they all stopped, spinning toward the noise like a herd of deer.

For a moment, none of them moved. The woods pressed in around them, thick with silence. “We should go,” Heather said, her voice shaking just enough to make B feel cold inside. “Yeah,” Crystal agreed, already backing toward the path. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

They left the clearing in a hurry, the eerie stillness following them like a second shadow. B could still smell the sour tang of the altar on his clothes, clinging to him like the memory of a bad dream.

As they stumbled back toward town, Crystal tried to lighten the mood with jokes, but nobody was laughing. The forest had changed—it wasn’t just trees and dirt anymore. It was something else now. Something hungry.

And as they reached the edge of the woods, B glanced back one last time, half-expecting to see something staring back at him from the shadows.

But there was only darkness.

For now.


Chapter 3: Local Legends
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The Ashwood Library sat at the edge of town like a relic from another time. Its brick walls were stained by rain, ivy creeping up its sides, and the dusty scent of yellowing pages hit B and Heather as soon as they stepped inside. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed like lazy flies, and the building felt unnervingly quiet—too quiet, like it was waiting for something to stir.

Heather adjusted her backpack, clutching it tight like it might shield her from whatever weirdness they were about to uncover. B led the way toward the library’s Local History section, the soles of their sneakers squeaking against the polished wood floor.

“You think they’ll have anything useful?” Heather whispered, glancing around at the towering shelves. “Gotta start somewhere,” B whispered back. He was good at research—always had been. But this time, the stakes felt higher. Something about the woods, the symbols, the altar… it was all connected. He could feel it in his bones, like a bad itch he couldn’t scratch.

They found a table near the back, out of view from the elderly librarian at the front desk. B grabbed a few dusty books with cracked spines and a couple of ancient-looking leather-bound tomes. Heather opened her notebook, clicking a pen and tapping it nervously on the edge of the table.

“Okay,” B said, flipping open the first book. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

The pages felt dry beneath B’s fingers as he turned them, the paper brittle from age. Heather leaned in closer, her glasses slipping down her nose. Together, they skimmed through stories of demon pacts, secret societies, and occult rituals.

Mephistopheles:

“Check this out,” B said, pointing to a section on the infamous demon Mephistopheles. “He’s not just a ‘deal with the devil’ guy. He’s more of a manipulator—tricks you into thinking you’re in control when he’s been pulling the strings the whole time.”

Heather read aloud: “Mephistopheles is known for creating illusions of success. He entices his victims with power, wealth, and forbidden knowledge, only to unravel their lives slowly, leaving them with nothing but regret.” She glanced up. “So… like the Wall Street of demons?” B grinned. “Exactly, suit and tie guy demons.”

They flipped through more pages, finding stories about Johann Georg Faust, the man whose life inspired the legend of Faustian bargains—selling one’s soul for temporary gain. Heather jotted down notes as they went, her handwriting messy but quick.

The next book was dense with lore—pages filled with names and symbols they’d never heard of. Buer, Asmodeus, Stolas—each name came with its own tale of human manipulation.

Buer: The demon of philosophy and moral decay, appearing to humans as a strange wheel of lions’ heads. He convinces scholars to pursue knowledge at any cost, leading them to madness.

Asmodeus: Known for his role in the Book of Tobit, Asmodeus is a demon of lust and destruction, often blamed for fractured marriages and ruined lives.

Stolas: A lesser-known prince of Hell, Stolas is said to teach astronomy and the secrets of poisonous plants, luring his victims into dangerous obsessions.

Heather’s pen scratched across her notebook as she scribbled down every strange detail they uncovered. “These guys don’t mess around,” she muttered. And then, they found it. Belial.

B’s heart thudded as he read the description aloud. “Belial, one of the first demons to fall from Heaven, embodies corruption and lawlessness. Often described as beautiful and persuasive, he manipulates his followers by promising freedom from the rules of society—only to enslave them under his will. His name appears throughout occult history, from ancient Canaanite texts to modern Satanic cults.”

Heather leaned in closer. “It says here that Belial is associated with groups that reject moral order. He thrives in chaos—thrives on making people believe they’re free, when really… they’re just his puppets.”

B felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. “That sounds familiar.” Heather nodded slowly. “The Midnight Gospel.” They sat in silence for a moment, absorbing the weight of what they’d found.

As B read the name “Belial” aloud again, the atmosphere in the library shifted. The soft hum of conversation that had floated from nearby tables stopped—not gradually, but all at once, like someone had flipped a switch.

Heather noticed it too. She looked up from her notebook, confused. B felt a chill crawl down his spine, like cold fingers brushing the back of his neck.

They both glanced around, but nobody said a word. Every person in the library was staring at them. Not in a casual, passing way—but with sharp, deliberate focus. Heads slowly turned toward their table, faces blank, eyes dark and unblinking.

It lasted only a moment—a second, maybe two—but it was enough to twist the air into something heavy and oppressive. And then, just as suddenly, the spell broke. The other patrons returned to their books and whispered conversations, as if nothing had happened.

Heather blinked. “Did… did you feel that?” B swallowed hard, the metallic taste of fear creeping up his throat. “Let’s just keep reading.”

They found the first mention of the Midnight Gospel in an old article clipped from the Ashwood Gazette. It was dated 1923.

“The Midnight Gospel was a secret society operating under the guise of a spiritualist group,” Heather read. “They held séances, performed rituals, and claimed they could commune with spirits. But in reality, they were summoning something darker.”

B flipped through a few more pages, finding references to the cult in police reports and personal journals. “Looks like they believed Belial would grant them power—freedom from society’s rules. But their rituals got out of hand. They sacrificed animals… and eventually, people.”

Heather shivered. “The last recorded activity was in 1947, right before that fire at the cemetery.”

“And nobody knows what happened to them after that,” B added. “They just… disappeared.”

B turned the page, revealing a grainy black-and-white photo of the crypt beneath Woodhaven Cemetery. The caption read: “Entrance to the crypt, sealed following a string of unexplained deaths.”

Heather traced her finger along the photo. “They say the crypt’s haunted now. People hear voices down there—whispers calling their names.” B tapped the page. “And those symbols we found in the woods? They match the ones the Midnight Gospel used in their rituals.”

Heather’s pen hovered over her notebook, the final piece of the puzzle falling into place. “If the Midnight Gospel is back…” B finished the thought for her. “…then those missing kids? They’re not coming back.”

As they packed up their notes, the library felt… wrong. The air seemed thicker, like the building itself was watching them. Heather slung her backpack over one shoulder, her expression tense. “Do you feel weird?” she asked as they headed for the exit.

“Yeah,” B admitted, glancing back over his shoulder. The library’s fluorescent lights flickered once, casting shadows that didn’t seem to belong.

They pushed open the door, stepping into the cool night air. The streetlights buzzed overhead, and for a moment, everything felt normal again. But B couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d stirred something awake—something old.


Chapter 4: Red Herrings
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The Old Needle sat tucked between a laundromat and a boarded-up diner, the sign hanging above it peeling away in chunks. Inside, it smelled of old vinyl, incense, and stale cigarettes. The lights buzzed faintly, casting the shop in a dull yellow haze. A creaky ceiling fan spun lazily overhead, doing nothing to fight the heat trapped inside.

Crystal stood near the back, browsing a bin of second-hand records. She flicked through the albums—Black Sabbath, Iron Maiden, Motörhead—each cover more sinister than the last. Across the room, three goth kids in trench coats and combat boots leaned against the counter, passing around a clove cigarette and laughing like they knew something no one else did.

“They’re the ones,” Crystal whispered under her breath, glancing toward the door where B and Heather waited. “You think?” Heather asked, her voice barely audible. She tugged at the straps of her backpack nervously.

B adjusted his baseball cap and glanced at the goths. “I dunno. They seem more interested in cigarettes than summoning demons.” Crystal shot him a look. “We won’t know until we follow them.”

One of the goth kids—a pale, skinny guy with smeared eyeliner—caught Crystal’s stare and smirked. He leaned in to whisper something to his friend, and they all laughed quietly, as if sharing an inside joke meant to exclude the rest of the world. Crystal gritted her teeth. “Let’s go,” she said, already heading for the door.

The three goths left the record shop not long after, melting into the dim, hazy twilight of Ashwood’s streets. The kids trailed them at a distance, B and Heather sticking close to Crystal as they weaved through narrow alleys and past flickering streetlights.

The wind carried the scent of rain, heavy and metallic, and the night was eerily quiet—no cars, no music from open windows, just the distant buzz of electricity and the occasional clatter of something unseen shifting in the dark.

“Where do you think they’re going?” Heather whispered. “Somewhere creepy,” Crystal said, her voice tinged with excitement. “I bet they’ve got, like, a whole shrine set up—candles, bones, the works.”

B rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. They’re probably just going to smoke more cloves and listen to the cure in the park.”

They passed an old church, its steeple rising into the darkening sky like a jagged tooth. A cracked stained-glass window glimmered faintly under the streetlight, casting warped colors onto the sidewalk. For a moment, B thought he saw something move behind the glass—just a flicker of shadow—but when he looked again, it was gone.

He shivered. “This place gives me the creeps.” Crystal ignored him, her eyes locked on the goth kids ahead as they slipped through the rusted gate of Ashwood Park.

The park had been abandoned for years, ever since the playground equipment rusted and the swing sets sagged under the weight of time. Weeds grew wild, creeping up the legs of forgotten picnic tables and swallowing the cracked paths. A merry-go-round stood still, its chipped paint peeling like old skin.

The goths made their way toward the overgrown baseball field, their footsteps crunching against the brittle grass. Crystal motioned for the others to follow, her heart pounding with anticipation.

They crept along the edge of the field, ducking behind bushes and half-collapsed fences. The air smelled like wet dirt and decaying leaves, and somewhere in the distance, a dog barked—once, sharp and lonely—then fell silent. “See?” Crystal whispered. “Told you they were up to something.”

The goths gathered at the far end of the field, huddled in a circle like conspirators. One of them pulled a small black book from the pocket of his trench coat and flipped it open, reading aloud in a language that sounded like broken glass scraping across stone.

B’s stomach twisted. Something about the words—about the way they hung in the air like cobwebs—felt wrong. Heather clutched his arm. “We should go.”

But before they could move, the wind shifted, and the goth kids snapped their heads toward the bushes where B, Crystal, and Heather crouched—all three of them staring, unblinking, as if they had known the kids were there the entire time.

They bolted. Crystal led the way, sprinting through the tangled grass and crumbling playground equipment. The sound of their footsteps echoed through the park, loud and frantic, until they reached the street and collapsed against a chain-link fence, gasping for breath.

“I told you this was a bad idea,” Heather wheezed, her hands on her knees. Crystal grinned, still catching her breath. “It was fun, though.”

B wiped sweat from his brow, glancing back toward the park. The goths were nowhere to be seen, but the feeling of being watched lingered, clinging to him like cobwebs. “Let’s split up,” Crystal suggested. “You guys follow that weird old dude you were talking about. I’ll keep an eye on the goths.”

“You sure?” B asked, frowning. “We could stick together.” Crystal waved him off. “Nah, I’ve got this. They’re harmless.”

B and Heather made their way to Market Street, where a ragged man with wild eyes and greasy hair paced back and forth in front of a liquor store, muttering under his breath. Rickie Waters—the town’s resident conspiracy theorist. Everyone knew him, but nobody took him seriously.

“…they’re in the walls, man, y’know,” Rickie mumbled as they approached. “Listening. Watching. Waiting for the right time.” Heather shot B a nervous glance, but he nodded for her to keep going. “Hey, Rickie,” he called out. “You know anything about those symbols in the woods?”

Rickie froze, his bloodshot eyes locking onto B with unsettling intensity. “You’ve seen ‘em?” he whispered, inching closer. “They’re not symbols. They’re invitations. Invitations for the ones beneath.” Heather shivered. “The ones beneath?”

Rickie nodded frantically. “They’re old. Older than the town. Older than everything. They come when the doors open, and the doors are opening, kid. I can feel it.” He tapped the side of his head. “Right here. They’re in my dreams.”

As Rickie rambled on, B felt a strange heaviness settle over him—a weight pressing against his chest, making it hard to breathe. His vision blurred at the edges, and for a moment, he thought he saw something moving behind Rickie’s eyes—something dark and writhing, like a mass of shadows trapped beneath the surface.

He blinked, and it was gone. “We should go,” Heather whispered, tugging on B’s sleeve. “Now.” B nodded, his skin crawling as they backed away from Rickie and hurried down the street.

The walk back to Heather’s house was silent, the air thick with unease. B kept glancing over his shoulder, certain they were being followed, but the street behind them remained empty.

When they reached Heather’s porch, she paused, her hand on the doorknob. “You feel it too, right?” she whispered. “Like… something’s watching us.” B swallowed hard. “Yeah.”

Heather opened the door, and they stepped inside, shutting out the night—but the feeling of being watched stayed with them, like a shadow clinging to their backs.

Meanwhile Crystal stalked through the empty streets, her boots thudding against the cracked pavement. A low fog rolled in from the river, clinging to the ground like a second skin. She kept a wary distance from the goth kids as they drifted further into the park, but a small part of her thrilled at the chase. This was way better than watching TV or dodging her mom’s lectures about curfews.

They ducked into the trees at the far edge of the park, and Crystal hesitated. The shadows beneath the branches looked thicker somehow, like the night pooled deeper there. She told herself it was just her imagination and followed.

The trail wound through thorny underbrush and narrow footpaths, leading to an old stone pavilion. The roof sagged, ivy strangling the columns. One of the goths pulled a flashlight from his coat and flicked it on, the beam cutting through the dark like a knife.

Crystal crouched behind a tree, straining to hear. The goth with the book flipped it open again, murmuring strange words under his breath—just like before, that same scraping, jagged language that felt like it didn’t belong in this world.

The air grew heavier. It pressed down on her like a hand against her chest, making it hard to breathe. Crystal blinked, trying to shake the feeling, but it clung to her like cold sweat. Here eyes went wide as she saw movement that didn’t belong.

A shadow moved across the pavilion—but it didn’t belong to any of the goths. It slithered along the ground like liquid, twisting into a shape that almost looked human. Crystal’s breath hitched in her throat. The shadow flickered, its outline blurring, as if it was deciding what shape to take.

Then it turned its head—if you could call it that—and looked directly at her.

Crystal’s heart dropped. She staggered backward, tripping over a root, and scrambled to her feet, her hands shaking. The shadow melted back into the darkness, disappearing as if it had never been there. She didn’t wait to see what else might come. She ran.

Later that night, the group regrouped at Heather’s house, shaken but determined. The house smelled like cinnamon from the potpourri bowl Heather’s mom always kept on the coffee table, but the coziness did nothing to ease the knot in B’s stomach.

They sat in the living room, the TV droning in the background, muted news reports flashing images of missing kids and strange graffiti across the screen. B rubbed his temples, trying to ignore the creeping feeling that they’d stumbled onto something they weren’t supposed to find.

“I swear, that shadow knew I was there,” Crystal whispered, pacing the room. “It was like… it was waiting for me.”

“You’re sure it wasn’t just… I don’t know, some weird trick with the flashlight?” B asked, though even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. Heather shook her head. “It’s not just shadows. Something’s been… happening. At night.”

The room fell into a heavy silence. “What do you mean?” B asked cautiously. Heather held  her breath, hesitating. Then she said, “Last night, I woke up because I thought I heard someone whispering my name. I looked over at my mirror…” Her voice faltered. “…and my reflection was… smiling at me.”

The words hung in the air like a curse. Crystal sat down hard on the couch, her face pale. “That’s… fucked up man.”

“It’s not just her,” Mike mumbled, his voice uncharacteristically quiet. He stared down at his hands, fidgeting with the cuff of his sleeve. “I keep waking up with my closet door open. Even when I know I shut it before bed.”

B shivered. “You think… you think it’s connected to the cult?” Heather nodded. “I think… we noticed them. And now they’ve noticed us.”

That night, B lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. His room felt colder than usual, the air heavy with the scent of old wood and stale air. Outside his window, the wind whispered through the trees, a low, mournful sound that made his skin crawl.

He tried to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, the darkness felt too deep—like it was waiting for him to let his guard down. Finally, sleep crept in, dragging him under like the tide. But it wasn’t restful. He dreamed.

In the dream, he was standing in the middle of the woods, the trees towering above him like jagged teeth. The ground beneath his feet felt wrong—too soft, too wet, like the forest was alive and hungry. He tried to move, but his legs wouldn’t obey.

And then he saw them. The missing kids. They stood in a circle around him, their eyes wide and glassy, their mouths twisted into unnatural smiles. Their skin was pale, their clothes stained with dirt and blood.

“Come play with us,” they whispered in unison, their voices thin and brittle, like dry leaves crumbling underfoot. B tried to scream, but no sound came. The forest closed in around him, the shadows growing thicker, tighter, until he couldn’t breathe, until he couldn’t move, until.

He woke with a gasp, his sheets tangled around him like a noose. His bedroom mirror was fogged from the inside, as if someone had been breathing against it.

Across town, Crystal sat bolt upright in her bed, her heart pounding. The dream had been the same—the forest, the shadows, the kids with those awful smiles. She glanced around her room, her breath coming in short, panicked bursts. The shadows in the corners of her room looked darker than usual, as if they were hiding something.

She told herself it was just her imagination—just the aftershocks of a bad dream. But then she heard a soft rustling sound. From under her bed. Crystal froze, her blood turning to ice. She wanted to scream, but fear held her tongue. The rustling grew louder, like something shifting beneath the mattress, claws dragging against the wood floor, a low deep sound like a base drum clearing it’s throat followed by a whisper.

“Crystal…”

It was her own voice, soft and mocking, as if someone—something—was trying on her words, seeing how they fit. Her heart pounded in her chest as she slowly reached for the lamp on her nightstand, her fingers trembling. But before she could turn it on, the whisper came again.

“We see you.”

The shadows seemed to pulse with life, swelling and twisting as if they were getting ready to rise. And then everything went still. Crystal stayed frozen for what felt like hours, her breath shallow and ragged, until the first light of dawn crept through her window and chased the darkness away.

B didn’t get much sleep after the nightmare either. He lay in bed, listening to the ticking of the clock and the faint sounds of the house settling around him, every creak making his heart race. His mirror sat across the room, fogged and silent, as if it were holding its breath.

When the first rays of morning light spilled through his window, B finally swung his legs out of bed and stood. His body felt heavy, like the nightmare had left a residue on him. He stared at the mirror for a long moment, waiting for something—anything—to move. Nothing did. Yet.

He showered, brushed his teeth and dressed in record B time, threw on a sweatshirt, grabbed his backpack, and headed for the door. He wanted to be with the others as soon as possible. Something bad was happening, and being alone was the last thing he wanted.

At Heather’s house, things weren’t much better. She sat at the breakfast table, stirring a bowl of cereal she had no intention of eating. Her mom stood by the stove, flipping pancakes and chatting with her younger brother, oblivious to the haunted look in Heather’s eyes.

Heather kept glancing at the hallway mirror, watching it out of the corner of her eye. She’d covered it with a blanket the moment she woke up, but the outline of her reflection still pressed faintly through the fabric, like it was waiting for her to pull it away.

Her mom noticed her fidgeting. “Everything okay, sweetie?” Heather forced a smile. “Yeah. Just… didn’t sleep much.”

“You kids are always staying up too late,” her mom said with a laugh. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Heather’s spoon clattered against the side of her bowl. “Yeah,” she muttered under her breath. “Something like that.”

The group met up at the old playground near Sam’s house. The swings creaked lazily in the breeze, and the rusty slide sat tilted at an odd angle, abandoned long ago. Crystal, B, Heather, Sam, and Mike huddled together on the broken merry-go-round, their faces pale and drawn.

Crystal leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Okay,” she said. “We need to figure this out. Fast.” Sam gave her a doubtful look. “Figure what out? That some creepy shadows are messing with us?”

“Not just shadows,” B said quietly. He kicked at a rock on the ground, the weight of the nightmare still clinging to him. “It’s like… they’re inside our heads.”

The group fell into a heavy silence. Around them, the playground felt too still—too quiet. The usual sounds of birds and distant traffic seemed to have evaporated, leaving only the low hum of the wind brushing against the trees.

Crystal cracked her knuckles, her face set in grim determination. “We need to go back to the cemetery.” Mike groaned. “Seriously? That place sucks.” Crystal shot him a glare. “If the cult’s doing rituals, they’ll go back there sooner or later. And if we can catch them—maybe we can figure out how to stop this.”

“Assuming we don’t get sacrificed first,” B muttered. Heather gave him a nervous look. “You’re not helping.” B shrugged. “Just saying.” They agreed to meet at the cemetery after sunset, but first, they went their separate ways—back to their homes, back to the heavy silence that had become their constant companion.

As B walked home, the strange weight in the air followed him, clinging to his skin. Every shadow he passed seemed to stretch a little too far, every whisper of the wind sounding too much like his name.

When he reached his front door, he hesitated. For a moment, he thought he saw someone—or something—standing on the other side of the street, half-hidden behind a tree. It was too far away to make out clearly, but it looked… wrong. Its body was twisted, like it didn’t quite know how to be human.

He blinked, and it was gone. B took a shaky breath and pushed the door open, trying to shake the feeling that something had followed him home.

Meanwhile, Heather sat cross-legged on her bed, surrounded by books and notes from their research. The blanket still covered the mirror across the room, but even with it hidden, she could feel it watching her. Every so often, the blanket would shift, as if the mirror was trying to breathe through it.

Her little brother burst into the room, grinning from ear to ear. “What’s with the blanket?” he asked, tugging at the edge. “Don’t touch it!” Heather snapped, more sharply than she intended. Her brother blinked, startled. “Jeez, sorry man.”

He backed out of the room, muttering something under his breath, and Heather stared at the blanket-covered mirror, her heart pounding.

And then, as if it had been there the whole time, she noticed a handprint—small and faint—pressed against the inside of the blanket. Heather’s breath caught in her throat. She sat frozen, watching as the handprint slowly dragged down the fabric and disappeared.

At Crystal’s house, the shadows were just as restless. She lay on her bed, staring up at the ceiling, listening to the wind scrape against the windows like claws. Something shifted beneath her bed—just a subtle movement, like a cat slinking through the dark. Crystal froze, her body stiff with fear. Slowly, she reached over and clicked on the bedside lamp.

The light chased away the darkness, but the feeling remained—the gnawing certainty that something was under her bed, waiting for her to fall asleep. Crystal pulled her knees to her chest, forcing herself to breathe. “It’s just a dream,” she whispered. “It’s not real.” But deep down, she knew it was a lie.

When the group met again that evening, the sun had dipped below the horizon, leaving the town bathed in twilight. They gathered at Sam’s basement, surrounded by stacks of comic books and half-eaten bags of chips.

Heather spread her notes across the floor, her hands shaking slightly. “I think shit has gotten a little too real lately.”

“You think?” Mike said, rubbing his arms like he was cold. “Something’s been messing with me all day. I swear, my reflection winked at me.” Crystal shot him a look. “That’s not funny.” - “It wasn’t a joke,” Mike muttered.

B leaned over Heather’s notes, his heart pounding. “So what do we do?” Heather pointed to one of the books they’d taken from the library. “We need to stop the cult before their next ritual. If they summon something… I don’t think we’ll be able to stop it.”

“Great,” Crystal muttered. “We’re up against a bunch of crazy Satanists, and we don’t even know what they want.”

“They want us,” B whispered in his best late-night horror show voice.” Gathering a small giggle from the group as they sat in silence, the weight of the truth settling over them like a storm cloud. Crystal cracked her knuckles, her jaw set in determination. “Then we hit them first.”


Chapter 5: Night in the Cemetery
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THE MOON DANGLED HIGH in a sky as black as ink, thin and sharp like a knife’s edge, barely enough to cast light through the dense canopy of bare branches that loomed over Woodhaven Cemetery. Fog rolled along the ground, slithering between the leaning gravestones and tangled roots. A chill draped over everything, thick and wet, like a damp wool blanket left out in the rain.

The cemetery gates groaned on their rusted hinges as B slowly pushed them open, the sound cutting through the otherwise perfect silence. He glanced back at his friends. Crystal was right behind him, her hands jammed into the pockets of her worn leather jacket, her breath steaming in the cold. Heather, Sam, and Mike huddled close, their sneakers whispering against the gravel path as they crept deeper into the cemetery.

The smell hit them first—the kind of smell that clung to the back of your throat: rotting leaves, damp stone, and a faint trace of decaying flowers left long ago to die in the cold air. Every breath felt heavier than it should, like the night itself was alive and watching. “Jesus,” Crystal whispered, nudging a broken headstone with her foot. “This place feels… wrong.”

“Yeah man,” B muttered, adjusting the strap on his backpack. “Like something straight out of a horror movie.” Heather shivered, glancing nervously at the crooked gravestones. Some leaned so far forward they looked like they might collapse any second, burying their names in the cold dirt forever. Sam grinned, trying to shake off the weight pressing down on them. “This place looks like ghosts central man, it’s probably haunted as hell.”

“It’s a cemetery,” Mike whispered back, his skateboard tucked under his arm. “Of course it’s haunted.” They fell into uneasy silence, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpet of wet leaves beneath their feet. The gravestones grew more twisted the deeper they went—some of them cracked in half, others sunken into the ground like they were being swallowed whole. A few were so old the names had worn away, the only trace left behind being jagged stone markers sticking up like broken teeth.

A gust of cold wind swept through the cemetery, carrying with it a scent that felt out of place—burnt incense, sharp and metallic, with an undercurrent of old iron. It hit B like a slap to the face, making his eyes water.

“Smell that?” he whispered, his voice barely audible over the crunch of dead leaves. Crystal nodded. “Yeah. Smells like a church… or a furnace.” Heather froze, her flashlight beam catching something in the distance—a crumbling mausoleum, its entrance half-collapsed under a weight of time and neglect. “There,” she whispered.

The group stood in front of it, the cold air pressing against their skin. The stone door had cracked open just enough to reveal a sliver of darkness inside, a hole that looked like it had been pried open from the inside. The arch above the entrance bore symbols that looked oddly familiar—jagged stars, half-faded runes etched deep into the stone.

“Midnight Gospel,” B muttered, brushing his hand over one of the symbols. His fingertips tingled from the cold, or maybe from something else.

“You sure we should do this?” Sam asked, his voice a little too loud for the night. He fidgeted with his flashlight, his usual bravado fading beneath the weight of the cemetery’s silence. B shot him a glance. “You scared?” Sam snorted, but it lacked conviction. “Naw man, but this looks like the actual entrance to hell.”

Crystal gave him a smirk and nudged the door further open with her foot. A dry, hollow groan echoed through the crypt, sending shivers up their spines. “Too late to back out now,” she whispered.

The air grew thicker and colder as they slipped through the opening, the darkness swallowing them whole. Their flashlights sputtered as if the batteries were dying, the beams flickering and dim.

The floor of the crypt sloped downward, cracked stone steps leading into the earth. The walls were covered in strange symbols—some drawn in what looked like charcoal, others carved deep into the stone. The smell of burnt incense and iron grew stronger the further they descended, making their throats ache and their eyes sting.

B’s flashlight flickered wildly, casting long, crooked shadows against the walls. For a brief moment, the shadows didn’t seem to match their movements—the shapes shifted and twisted in ways the kids’ bodies didn’t. Crystal’s shadow bent at an impossible angle, its head lolling grotesquely to one side, while Heather’s seemed to stretch unnaturally tall, her hands twisting into claws. B blinked, and everything snapped back to normal. “Did you see—” Heather whispered, her voice faltering. “Yeah,” B muttered. “I saw it.”

They moved deeper into the crypt, the oppressive weight of the air pressing down on them, making it hard to breathe. The narrow corridor opened into a low-ceilinged chamber—the walls stained with soot, old wax drippings pooled on the ground, and small offerings laid out on broken stone altars. Animal bones, melted candles, and photographs of missing children, their faces smudged and warped with age.

Heather’s flashlight swept over the far wall—and she froze. “What the hell…” she whispered. The wall was covered in names—dozens, maybe hundreds—carved into the stone. Some were fresh, the edges of the letters sharp and clean. Others had been worn down by time, as if they had been there for centuries. At the bottom of the list, freshly carved:

B’s name.

Crystal’s name.

Heather’s name.

Sam’s name.

Mike’s   name.

B felt a cold knot twist in his gut, his hands trembling. “How the hell…” The air grew colder, thick with a strange hum—a vibration that crawled beneath their skin and into their bones. And then the whispers began. Soft, familiar voices, calling their names.

“B…”

“Crystal…”

“Heather…”

The voices echoed off the walls, overlapping, weaving in and out of the dark like a lullaby gone wrong. They sounded like people they knew—parents, teachers, friends—but twisted, just enough to sound wrong. “Who the fuck is that?” Mike whispered, his voice cracking. No answer. Just the same, soft whispers, circling them like hungry animals.

B’s flashlight sputtered again, the light swinging wildly across the room—and for a brief second, it landed on a figure standing in the corner. Someone he knew. Someone who shouldn’t have been there. His little sister, smiling at him from the dark. His heart lurched, the breath catching in his throat. When he swung the light back, she was gone. Crystal grabbed his arm. “Let’s go man, now!”

They bolted, scrambling back toward the entrance. The air seemed to close in around them, the darkness pressing against their backs as they ran. B felt something cold brush the back of his neck—a touch like wet, rotting fingers. Heather let out a small, strangled cry as something slimy slid against her arm, leaving a streak of cold mud in its wake.

They reached the entrance just as their flashlights blinked out completely, leaving them in pitch-black darkness. For a moment, all they could hear was their own ragged breathing—and the soft sound of bare, wet footsteps behind them.

They burst out of the mausoleum, gasping for air. The cold night greeted them like a slap to the face, the mist swirling around their legs as they stumbled down the path. B glanced back, his heart pounding in his chest. The fog on the path behind them was streaked with footprints—bare, wet footprints that weren’t theirs.

He stared at them, his skin crawling, but before he could say anything, Crystal grabbed his hand and yanked him forward. “Let’s go,” she whispered, her breath coming in clouds. They ran through the cemetery, the whispers following them—soft and relentless, just out of reach. The gravestones blurred in the mist, their names lost to the night. Something knew them now. And it wasn’t going to let them go.


Chapter 6: The Town Falls Apart
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The television in the Matthews’ living room flickered erratically, buzzing with static before resolving into a grim-faced news anchor. The man looked tired—deep bags under his eyes, lips pressed tight. He shuffled a few papers, but the camera caught his hesitation as he leaned toward the microphone.

“Authorities are reporting three more children missing tonight—two boys and a girl, all under the age of thirteen. Their bicycles were found abandoned at the edge of the Ashwood woods.”

The image on the screen switched to a grainy photo of three smiling children, their faces frozen in time beneath the bold white text: Have You Seen Us?

“This is the fifth group to vanish in less than a month,” the anchor continued, his voice hollow. “Law enforcement officials are urging parents to keep their children indoors and to report any suspicious activity immediately.”

The TV cut to angry mothers at a local PTA meeting, faces red and pinched with fear. One of them clutched a Motörhead record like it was a weapon, jabbing it toward the camera as she shouted, “They’re using music to brainwash our kids! I heard it on the radio—if you play it backwards, it’s a prayer to Satan!” Meanwhile a group of kids on the side were yelling back; “ If you’re sitting around playing records backwards maybe you’re the satanic one lady!”

“Rock and metal music are the tools of the Devil!” another woman cried, her face twisted in panic. “The lyrics are curses! They make our kids do awful things!” A priest appeared on the next screen, holding a Bible high in one hand. “We are at war,” he proclaimed, his voice heavy with fervor. “There are dark forces at work in our town. This is not hysteria—this is a battle for the souls of our children. The Devil walks among us.”

B sat slouched on the couch, clutching a pillow to his chest as he stared at the flickering screen. The room smelled faintly of his mom’s coffee, but he couldn’t focus on anything other than the growing knot in his stomach. Missing kids. The same strange symbols popping up everywhere. Graffiti sprayed on brick walls, chalked on sidewalks, carved into park benches. The same twisted, jagged symbols they had found in the crypt.

Crystal sat cross-legged on the floor, chewing on a pen cap as she scrawled notes in the margins of a battered notebook. Her purple bangs hung in her face, but B could still see the hard set of her jaw. “They’re losing it,” she muttered. “All of them. The whole town.”

Heather sat in a corner of the room, fiddling nervously with a Polaroid camera. She kept glancing at the mirror on the wall, biting her fingernail, though she didn’t seem to notice she was doing it. Every time she looked at her reflection, it felt wrong, like the glass held something different than the person standing in front of it.

“It’s only gonna get worse,” B said quietly, watching the news anchor switch to a breaking report about curfews being enforced in Ashwood. Police cruisers rolled slowly down suburban streets, their red-and-blue lights flickering silently.

Heather hugged her knees to her chest. “I had another dream last night.” Crystal gave her a sideways glance. “Same one?” Heather nodded, her face pale. “The one where… where my reflection watches me sleep.”

The room fell silent for a beat, tension thick as chunky peanut butter. B tried to push down the creeping sense of dread that gnawed at the edges of his mind, but it was there—waiting. It had been waiting since they left the cemetery. Something had followed them out of that crypt. And now it was everywhere.

B’s dreams were getting worse. Every night, he found himself standing at the edge of a bottomless pit, the blackness beneath him shifting and swirling like an ocean of tar. Something stood behind him—a presence, just out of sight. A hand on his shoulder, cold and heavy. “Jump,” it whispered. The voice was gentle, almost soothing, but wrong.

B would wake up gasping, his sheets soaked with sweat, the lingering sensation of that cold hand still pressing into his skin. And every time he woke, the room felt smaller—the walls pressing closer, the air growing thick and stale, as if the house itself was trying to swallow him whole.

Heather’s dreams were no better. She kept seeing herself—her reflection, only it wasn’t her. The thing in the mirror wore her face like a mask, but the smile was too wide, the eyes too sharp, filled with something ancient and patient. One night, she woke to the sound of her own voice, calling her name softly from the mirror. “Heather… come here.”

She froze, staring at her reflection. It blinked before she did. The next morning, she covered every mirror in her room with blankets. But she could still feel them watching.

Mike hadn’t said much about his own nightmares. He brushed them off, cracking jokes to hide the fear gnawing at his insides. But the closet in his room… something was wrong with it.

It started small—just little things. The door would be slightly open in the morning, even though he knew he’d shut it tight before bed. His clothes felt warm and damp, like they’d been sitting in the rain. And then the smell began—a sickly, wet heat, like something rotten left to stew in the dark.

One night, Mike lay in bed, staring at the closet door. It was open—just a crack, enough to reveal a sliver of blackness inside. He tried to tell himself it was nothing. Just his imagination. Just shadows.

But the smell grew thicker, clogging his nostrils, making his stomach churn. The air in the room grew heavy and hot, like the breath of some unseen thing crouched just out of sight. He lay perfectly still, his heart hammering in his chest, as the minutes stretched into what felt like hours. And then, from deep inside the closet, something shifted.

It wasn’t loud—just the faintest rustling sound, like wet fabric dragging against wood. But it was enough to send Mike’s heart racing. His eyes locked on the dark crack of the door. His breath hitched. Something was in there. Watching. Waiting.

He stayed frozen, his muscles locked in terror, for what felt like an eternity. And then, slowly, the door began to inch open. Mike bolted. He didn’t think—he just moved, launching himself out of bed and sprinting down the hall. His feet barely touched the floor as he crashed into the kitchen, gasping for breath, his heart slamming against his ribs like a drum.

His mom found him curled up on the couch an hour later, still shaking, his eyes wide and wild. He refused to go back to his room. He never said what he saw.

By the end of the week, Ashwood was unraveling. More kids had vanished, leaving behind only bikes or backpacks abandoned on sidewalks. The police were no closer to answers, but that didn’t stop the accusations. Parents blamed the music, the movies, the strange graffiti that had started appearing everywhere—twisted symbols painted on mailboxes, scratched into playground equipment, etched onto windows.

The fear spread like wildfire. Kids whispered rumors in school hallways, telling stories about hooded figures seen in the woods at night. Parents stopped letting their children play outside. The streets emptied. But the fear… the fear stayed.

At night, the kids felt it pressing against their windows, creeping into their dreams, crawling under their skin. They saw it in reflections that didn’t match their movements, in shadows that twisted into shapes they couldn’t name.

And every morning, when the news blared from the TV, the missing children’s faces haunted them, smiling and innocent, their names etched into the cold stone walls of the crypt beneath Woodhaven Cemetery. Something was here now, and it was hungry.


Chapter 7: Inside the Crypt
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The night was black and silent, a suffocating stillness settling over Woodhaven Cemetery. The kids stood in front of the cracked mausoleum, flashlights bobbing in their hands, their breaths visible in the cold. A thin fog curled along the ground, creeping between their legs and wrapping around the weathered headstones like ghostly fingers. The old stone door gaped open, its edges slick with moisture, beckoning them into the darkness beyond.

“Alright,” B whispered, trying to ignore the knot in his stomach. “We go in, we find whatever we can, and we get out fast.”

Crystal tucked her flashlight under her arm and pulled the strap of her backpack tighter across her shoulder. “Yeah, yeah. In and out. Easy.” But even she didn’t sound convinced. Heather stood closest to the entrance, her pale face illuminated in the dim glow of her flashlight. Her eyes flicked nervously toward the dark corridor beyond the door, where the air seemed heavier, thicker—as though the crypt were breathing. Sam let out a low whistle. “Man, this place has a really fucked up vibe, I hate it..”

“You hated it last time too,” Mike muttered, hugging his skateboard to his chest like it might protect him. The kids exchanged uneasy glances before filing into the mausoleum, the darkness swallowing them whole.

The walls seemed to close in as they descended, the stone steps slick beneath their feet. Every breath came heavier, the air thick with the scent of iron and something else—something sharp and acidic, like rotting flowers left too long in stagnant water.

The walls were scrawled with symbols—some ancient, some freshly carved—jagged stars, twisted faces, and strange looping patterns that made B’s head swim if he stared at them too long. They wound deeper into the earth, their footsteps echoing strangely, as if the sound were swallowed before it could reach the end of the corridor.

It wasn’t long before the temperature dropped. A biting cold pressed against their skin, seeping into their bones and making it difficult to breathe. Every time they exhaled, their breaths bloomed in the darkness like soft clouds of smoke. The flashlights flickered—small, erratic bursts of light breaking through the blackness.

“This place… feels different,” Heather whispered, her voice barely audible. “It feels worse,” Crystal muttered, rubbing her arms. “Way worse.”

They pressed on, deeper into the crypt, the corridor twisting and branching like a maze. It felt as though the walls were leaning inward, threatening to crush them beneath the weight of centuries. Drips of water echoed somewhere in the distance, rhythmic and deliberate, as though marking the time they had left.

The corridor opened into a wide chamber, the stone floor stained with old, darkened smears. Melted candles lay scattered in pools of wax, their edges crumbled like ash. Animal bones lay in neat patterns along the walls, and photographs of missing children had been arranged in a careful circle at the room’s center. Each photo was scratched and frayed, as if someone had handled them obsessively.

Sam picked one up—a picture of Mark Jansen, the boy who had gone missing weeks ago. “Jesus,” he whispered, his voice hollow. “They’ve been… keeping track of them.”

Heather’s flashlight beam swept across the far wall, illuminating more carvings etched into the stone. They writhed and twisted in the light, the lines almost seeming to shift as they stared at them—images of figures in chains, monstrous faces grinning through jagged mouths, and twisted animals with too many limbs.

“Do these symbols look… different to you?” Crystal asked, her brow furrowed. Heather nodded slowly. “Are they moving. I swear it looked like they were moving.”

“Well, alrighty then, that’s quite enough,” B muttered. “Let’s grab that book over there and get the hell out of here.” Heather knelt beside a stone altar at the back of the chamber, her flashlight casting shadows along the rough surface. A large, leather-bound book sat atop the altar, its edges cracked and yellowed with age. Strange symbols crawled across the cover, burned into the leather like scars.

Heather ran her fingers across the book, feeling the faint hum of energy thrumming beneath her touch. “This is it,” she whispered. “It’s full of rituals—spells, summoning rites… everything they’ve been doing.”

Her hands trembled as she flipped through the pages, scanning the arcane diagrams and cryptic symbols. Some sections were written in languages she didn’t recognize—ancient and jagged, like the sharp edge of a knife. And then she found it: Belial. “Their whole goal… it’s all about summoning Belial,” Heather whispered, her voice tight with fear. The moment the name left her lips, everything changed.

The air collapsed inward, suffocating and wet. The room around them twisted and warped as if reality itself had folded in half, and in the flickering beams of their flashlights, the walls seemed to melt away—revealing something far worse.

The floor was awash in blood, slick and warm beneath their feet. Dismembered bodies lined the walls—arms, legs, and torsos piled in grotesque arrangements, their pale skin glistening with gore. Faces twisted in agony, mouths frozen in silent screams, stared at them from every direction.

B felt his stomach turn, the overwhelming stench of copper and decay clogging his throat. Limbs hung from the ceiling, swaying gently as if caught in a breeze that didn’t exist. The bodies writhed and twitched, as though some spark of life remained trapped inside them.

One of the corpses—a girl with hollow, blackened eyes—turned her head toward Crystal, her mouth cracking open in a slow, wet grin. Crystal stumbled backward, her flashlight shaking. “What the hell is this man!?”

The bodies on the floor shifted and crawled, dragging themselves closer with broken, skeletal fingers. Their mouths opened, releasing a chorus of inhuman wails—a sound that clawed at the kids’ ears, sharp and endless. B looked down at his reflection in a puddle of blood—his face grinning back at him, teeth too sharp, eyes too wide.

“Fuck this!” Heather screamed. They bolted for the exit, the sound of wet limbs slapping against the floor chasing them as they ran. The walls pulsed with life, the bodies reaching out with bloodied hands, their screams following the kids through the winding corridors.

They burst through the mausoleum door, gasping for air as they collapsed onto the damp grass outside. The night air hit them like a slap to the face, cool and sharp against their sweat-slicked skin. For a moment, none of them spoke. They just sat there, panting, trying to make sense of what they’d seen. B wiped his hands on his jeans, his breath hitching as he stared at his fingers. No blood. His clothes were dry. His hands were clean.

He looked at the others, his heart hammering in his chest. They were all clean. “It wasn’t real,” Heather whispered, her voice shaking. “It couldn’t have been real.” But the memory of the screaming bodies, the grinning faces, the pulsing walls—it all felt too vivid to be a dream.

Crystal hugged her knees to her chest, her eyes wide with fear. “That was definitely real,” she whispered. “We all saw it, saw the same thing.” B stared back at the mausoleum, the entrance dark and silent once more. “We can’t wait,” he said quietly. “If they’re summoning Belial… we don’t have much time.” They exchanged grim looks, the weight of what they’d seen pressing down on them. The cult was dangerous, but what they were trying to summon? That was something worse. Something far worse.


Chapter 8: The Cult’s Return
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The Ashwood Library was silent, except for the faint hum of the fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. B sat hunched over a microfilm reader, scrolling through old newspaper articles, the flickering images reflected in his tired eyes. Beside him, Heather flipped through missing person reports spread across the table, her lips moving silently as she read. Crystal leaned back in her chair, tapping a pen against the table, her notebook open and filled with messy scribbles.

“So,” Crystal muttered, breaking the silence. “We all agree something’s still going on, right? This isn’t just a bunch of random nutjobs spray-painting weird symbols.” Heather nodded, her fingers gliding over an old, yellowed newspaper clipping. “No way. Look at this.” She pointed to an article dated April 2, 1947. The headline read:

TRAGEDY IN ASHWOOD CEMETERY—CHILD FOUND DEAD IN MAUSOLEUM AFTER MIDNIGHT RITUAL.

Crystal leaned in closer. “That’s awful man.”

“The police report claimed the death was an accident,” Heather whispered. “But if you read between the lines… it’s pretty clear they suspected a cult.” B ran his fingers through his hair, staring at the screen as more articles flickered by:

TEENAGE BOY MISSING AFTER SÉANCE, BLOODY SYMBOLS APPEAR NEAR PLAYGROUND, THREE KIDS VANISH IN ONE NIGHT—TOWN GRIPPED BY FEAR.

He paused at an article from 1956. It mentioned a police raid on a farmhouse just outside Ashwood. The raid uncovered ritual tools, bones, and strange carvings burned into the walls, but no arrests were ever made. No one talked about it again.

“Look at the patterns,” B said, tracing his finger across the dates in his notebook. “Every few decades, things flare up—kids go missing, symbols show up, and then it all just… stops.”

“Until it starts again,” Crystal added grimly. Heather glanced over her shoulder, as if expecting someone to be watching. “It never stopped. They just went underground.”

The more they dug, the more the pieces fit. Police records from the 1970s hinted at strange gatherings in the woods, but nothing was ever officially reported. Missing person files had been quietly closed without any explanation. And then there were the eyewitness accounts—people who swore they’d seen hooded figures lurking at the edge of the forest, or heard whispers late at night, calling them by name.

Heather flipped through a stack of school yearbooks, her eyes narrowing. “This is weird,” she muttered, pulling out a book from 1985. “Look—here’s a photo of Mr. Thornton, the science teacher.”

“So?” Crystal asked. Heather tapped the page. “He’s listed as a teacher in 1956 too.” B leaned closer. “That’s impossible. He’d have to be, what, over a hundred years old?” They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of the revelation settling over them like a heavy fog. “It’s him,” B whispered. “Thornton’s has to be the leader. He’s been here the whole time.”

They decided to meet later that night at Sam’s basement, but as the day dragged on, strange things began to happen. It started with Crystal.

She sat on the edge of her bed, brushing her hair in the dim light of her room. The sun had just set, and the shadows in the corners of the room seemed to stretch longer than usual. From behind her, a soft whisper drifted out of the darkness.

“Crystal…”

She froze, her heart thudding painfully against her ribs. The voice sounded exactly like hers. “Crystal… come here, I want to show you something.” Her breath hitched. Slowly, she turned toward the closet, where the door sat slightly open. The voice drifted from within again, soft and inviting. “It’s okay. Come here.”

Crystal’s hand trembled as she reached for the edge of the closet door. A wave of thick, wet heat rolled out, bringing with it the stench of rotten flowers and spoiled meat. Her vision blurred, and for a moment, she saw her own face staring back at her from the darkness inside the closet, a wide smile stretching across her reflection’s lips. The smile wasn’t hers.

Crystal slammed the door shut, her pulse roaring in her ears. The room fell silent. But the smile stayed with her long after the closet door was shut, burned into her mind like a brand.

Meanwhile, across town, Sam lay in bed, frozen beneath his blankets. His room was thick with the smell of wet wood and damp earth, the air heavy and oppressive, as though the night had sunk deep into the bones of the house.

He tried to move, but his limbs wouldn’t respond—the familiar, suffocating weight of sleep paralysis pinned him to the mattress. His chest heaved, desperate for air, but every breath felt like inhaling water. Then, like a hellish nightmare something appeared.

At the foot of his bed stood a figure, barely more than a silhouette in the dark. It was tall and thin, with limbs too long and a head that tilted unnaturally to one side. It didn’t move. It only stared.

Sam’s skin prickled with cold sweat. The longer he looked at the figure, the more he realized it wasn’t just standing there—it was leaning toward him, inch by inch, as if trying to crawl into his bed. He wanted to scream, to thrash, to do anything—but his body refused to obey. The air grew thicker, wetter. A strange, humid heat clung to his skin, making it impossible to breathe. The figure’s outline shimmered, its edges blurring as though it were dissolving into the dark. And then—the light clicked on.

Sam gasped, his body jerking violently as the paralysis released him. He sat up, panting, his heart slamming against his ribs. The figure was gone. But the oppressive heat still lingered in the room, and the sheets beneath him were damp with sweat—or something worse.

When the kids regrouped at Sam’s basement that night, B’s hands trembled as he pulled out several pages, torn from the ancient book they’d found in the crypt. “I found these in my backpack,” he said, his voice low. “I don’t remember taking them.” The others stared at the crumpled pages, each one filled with arcane symbols and instructions for a ritual.

“This is it,” Heather whispered, spreading the pages across the floor. “The Midnight Gospel’s ritual to summon Belial.”

The ritual was elaborate—candles arranged in a specific pattern, blood offerings, and incantations that had to be spoken in unison under the light of the full moon. The final step required the sacrifice of an innocent soul, their blood marking the gateway through which Belial would manifest.

They knew they had to stop the cult. The next full moon was only two nights away. Heather flipped through the ancient book, scanning for anything they could use to counter the ritual. “Here,” she said, pointing to a passage near the back. “A banishment spell.”

The spell required black salt, seven candles, grave dust, and a protective circle etched with symbols of binding. The group would need to recite an incantation while pouring the salt in a continuous line around the altar, trapping Belial inside the circle.

“The tricky part,” Heather murmured, “is that the spell only works if the summoning ritual is already underway. We have to catch them in the middle of it.”

B nodded grimly. “Then I guess that’s what we’ll do.”


Chapter 9: Sacrifice in the Woods
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The woods were a wall of darkness, trees rising high and jagged like skeletal arms reaching for the night sky. A sliver of moonlight slipped between the bare branches, doing little to cut through the shadows that draped the forest in eerie silence. Ashwood Forest was alive tonight, though not with the sounds of nocturnal creatures. No owls hooted, no wind stirred. It was as if the entire forest held its breath, waiting for something to begin.

B crouched low beneath the cover of a dead bush, gripping his flashlight tightly. It flickered, the bulb sputtering like it was fighting to stay alive. Crystal knelt beside him, her breath steaming in the cold air, her eyes fixed on the narrow path ahead. Sam, Heather, and Mike followed, their expressions tight with fear but resolved. “This is where they’ll do it,” B whispered. “It has to be.”

Heather nodded, brushing a few strands of hair from her face. “The altar. We have to stop them before they finish whatever they’re trying to summon.” Crystal’s eyes gleamed in the dark. “We mess with them hard, then run like hell. In and out.”

B glanced over his shoulder, toward the deeper part of the forest. He could feel it—something watching from beyond the trees, hidden in the folds of the shadows. The air pressed down on them, thick and cold, wrapping around their skin like damp fabric. Even the leaves underfoot felt heavy, soaked with moisture that hadn’t fallen. He flicked off his flashlight, casting them all in blackness. “Let’s go.”

They crept along the narrow forest trail, flashlights off, navigating by moonlight and memory. Dark shapes moved among the trees ahead—figures draped in long, hooded robes, their footsteps eerily silent as they weaved between the branches.

Crystal gave a silent gesture, signaling them to stop. They huddled behind a fallen log, peering through the undergrowth. A clearing opened ahead, bathed in the faint glow of torches that burned with unnatural, green-tinged fire. In the center of the clearing stood a stone altar, smooth and polished, despite the forest’s attempts to reclaim it. Symbols had been carved deep into its surface, the jagged lines forming shapes that seemed to shift when looked at too long.

On the altar lay a small child, bound and unconscious—a boy no older than eight, his face pale beneath the flickering torchlight. B’s heart twisted in his chest. He recognized the kid from the news. He was one of the missing children. A chill ran down Heather’s spine. “We have to do something,” she whispered.

The chanting began, low and rhythmic, rising and falling in strange, uneven patterns that made B’s skin crawl. The hooded figures circled the altar, their hands raised toward the sky. Their voices were like a slow hum of bees, droning and relentless, growing louder with every step. The air shifted, growing heavier, almost sticky. The ground beneath their feet trembled as if something ancient stirred below.

And then the leader stepped forward. The group tensed as the cult leader lowered his hood, revealing his face. B’s stomach dropped. It was Mr. Thornton—their science teacher, the man who handed out worksheets with a tired smile and wore sneakers with his suits. He stood before the altar, his eyes glassy with reverence, as if he were in the presence of a god. “Oh my God,” Crystal whispered, her voice breaking. “It’s really him.”

Thornton raised his arms, the chant rising with him. The symbols on the altar began to glow, faintly at first, then brighter, casting the clearing in sickly green light. The trees around them groaned, their branches twisting and creaking, as if they were trying to pull free from their roots.

B’s breath hitched. He could feel the forest tightening around them—the air thickening, pressing against his lungs like smoke. Shadows slithered between the trees, long and thin, stretching into shapes that didn’t belong to anything human.

Crystal nudged B, her face pale. “We have to do it now.” B nodded, fumbling for the firecrackers they’d packed. His hands shook as he pulled the fuse, and for a moment, he thought the forest itself was watching him, waiting for him to make a mistake.

They lit the firecrackers and threw them into the clearing. The first explosion shattered the night, sending sparks flying in every direction. The cultists stumbled, their chant faltering, the torches flickering wildly in the sudden commotion. “Go!” B hissed, and they scrambled to their feet, sprinting through the underbrush.

The night erupted with noise—branches snapping, leaves crunching, the cultists shouting in rage. But the forest seemed to twist and warp around them, the trees closing in like prison bars, funneling them deeper into the dark.

Hooded figures appeared between the trees, their faces shrouded in shadow. B’s flashlight flickered on just long enough for him to catch a glimpse of their faces—blank, hollow masks with mouths stretched open in silent screams. His heart pounded in his chest, and he stumbled, nearly falling. “We can’t stop!” Crystal shouted, pulling him forward.

Heather gasped, clutching at her neck. “Something’s behind me!” She swatted at the air, her skin crawling with the sensation of hot breath brushing the back of her neck. But when she spun around, there was nothing there—only darkness, dense and endless.

Sam tripped over a root and hit the ground hard. When he looked up, his flashlight beam illuminated bloody footprints, leading off the path into nowhere. They didn’t belong to anyone in the group. “Get up!” B yelled, hauling Sam to his feet. “We have to get the fuck out of here man!” The forest closed in tighter, the shadows thickening with every step. Whispers drifted on the wind, calling their names—soft, insistent, as if promising safety if they just turned back.

The kids pushed forward, branches snagging their clothes and tearing at their skin. The whispers grew louder, shifting from promises to threats, mocking their voices, mimicking their words.

B’s flashlight flickered again, and for a brief moment, he saw something horrible in the dark—a figure with too many limbs, twisted and bent at unnatural angles, its face stretched into a grin that was too wide to belong to anything human.

Crystal stumbled, nearly falling into a puddle of thick, dark water that hadn’t been there a moment ago. The reflection that stared back at her wasn’t her own—it was something else, something with empty black eyes and a grin that spread from ear to ear. She pulled away with a strangled gasp, her heart racing.

The cultists’ voices echoed through the trees, their chant gaining strength again, growing louder despite the firecrackers. The forest pulsed, alive with something dark and ancient, something that thrived on fear and despair.

They burst through the last line of trees and tumbled out onto a narrow dirt path. The forest behind them groaned, as if mourning the loss of its prey. The air was cool and crisp, a shocking contrast to the stifling heat within the woods. For a moment, they lay sprawled on the ground, gasping for breath, hearts hammering against their ribs.

“We made it,” Sam whispered, his voice ragged with disbelief. Crystal shook her head, still trembling. “No… it’s not over. They’re going to the crypt.” B nodded grimly, pulling himself to his feet. “They’ll finish the ritual there. We have to stop them.”

The others followed, their faces pale but determined. The woods might have let them go for now, but the darkness wasn’t done with them yet.


Chapter 10: A Desperate Plan
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The kids sat in Sam’s basement, huddled together in a circle on the cold cement floor. The glow of a single desk lamp bathed them in dim, flickering light. The air felt dense and stale, the scent of old wood and mildew clinging to the walls like a second skin.

Everyone was exhausted—smeared with dirt from the forest, hearts still pounding from their narrow escape. They were terrified, but they couldn’t afford to stop now. The cult was moving to the crypt, and the final ritual was just hours away.

B adjusted the strap of his backpack and leaned forward. “We have one shot at this. If we screw it up…” He trailed off, unable to finish the thought. Heather exhaled slowly, flipping open the ancient book they’d stolen from the crypt. “Okay,” she whispered. “We go over it one more time.” The group leaned in closer as Heather carefully spread out the pages, her fingers trailing over the banishment ritual they had chosen.

“To trap Belial,” she began, “we need three things: black salt, grave dust, and a binding symbol etched into the ground beneath him.” Crystal chewed on the end of her pen, her brow furrowed. “We don’t have time to mess with candles. It’s impossible with the cult standing right there.”

Heather nodded. “Right. No candles. We’ll have to work in the shadows—stay out of sight, draw the symbol, and circle the altar with the black salt without anyone noticing.” Sam groaned quietly. “And how exactly do we do that? Sneak through an entire cult unnoticed?” B gave him a tired look. “One of us will have to crawl.”

They sat in heavy silence for a moment, the weight of the task pressing down on them. The basement seemed darker, the glow from the desk lamp barely enough to push back the shadows pooling in the corners.

Heather traced the protective symbol they needed to draw on the floor with her finger—a twisted knot of ancient lines, looping and crossing in impossible ways. “It has to be perfect,” she whispered. “One mistake, and Belial gets out.”

“And the salt?” Mike asked, fidgeting with the laces of his shoes. “How do we spread it without being seen?” B glanced at the black duffel bag in the corner. “I’ll do it,” he said quietly. “I can stay low, sneak close enough to pour the salt while the rest of you distract them.”

Crystal raised an eyebrow. “You’re seriously volunteering to crawl through a cult ritual?” B smirked, though the humor didn’t reach his eyes. “Somebody’s gotta do it.” Heather flipped to the final page of the ritual, her voice steady despite the fear lacing every word. “We have to chant this together, in unison. The exact phrasing matters. If one of us screws up…” She swallowed hard, unable to finish the sentence.

They took turns reading the lines aloud, their voices low and trembling at first, growing steadier with each repetition.

“By the black salt that seals the gate,

By the dust of graves that binds the soul,

We cast thee back to the abyss.

Belial, be undone.”

Their voices echoed softly in the quiet basement, overlapping like the hum of bees. B closed his eyes, trying to burn the words into his memory. The incantation felt wrong—ancient and jagged, like it didn’t belong in their mouths. But it was all they had.

They practiced until their throats ached, whispering the words again and again until they could say them in unison, perfectly synchronized. Heather’s hand trembled as she traced the symbol on the floor one last time, making sure everyone knew how to draw it correctly.

And then the basement began to change. The first thing they noticed was the candles flickering, their flames sputtering as if caught in a wind that didn’t exist. Crystal frowned, glancing toward the door. “Did anyone feel that?”

“No breeze,” B muttered. “It’s just the candles being weird.” Heather shook her head. “No. Something’s wrong.” The temperature shifted abruptly, the air turning thick and humid, clinging to their skin like wet fabric. The scent of rot blossomed, filling the room—a heavy, putrid stench like decaying meat buried beneath wet earth. Mike gagged, covering his nose. “What the hell is that?”

The symbols they had drawn on the floor began to shift, the lines writhing as if alive, smearing into new shapes that none of them recognized. B wiped at one with his sleeve, only for it to reappear in its original form, twisting and reforming like something trapped beneath the surface.

Heather’s flashlight flickered, casting crooked shadows along the walls. The darkness seemed to pulse, thick and alive, pressing in closer with every second. And then the TV clicked on.

The screen glowed faintly, static hissing through the speakers, and then their own voices echoed through the room—garbled and twisted, the words looping in strange, unnatural patterns.

“Belial… undone… souls… graves…” The voices were theirs, but they sounded wrong—too slow, too deep, as if spoken by something that was trying to wear their voices like a mask.

The TV hissed louder, the screen flickering. For a brief moment, the static cleared, and the kids saw their own faces staring back at them—but the reflections were distorted, their mouths stretched into wide, unnatural grins. “Turn it off!” Crystal shouted, scrambling toward the remote.

The TV clicked off with a snap, plunging the room into silence. But the smell lingered, thick and choking. The walls dripped with moisture, as though the basement had been submerged underwater. “We’re not alone,” Heather whispered, clutching the ancient book to her chest.

For a moment, no one moved. The room felt too small, too heavy, as if the air itself wanted to crush them. The shadows along the walls twisted and shifted, forming shapes that were almost familiar, almost—faces with hollow eyes, grinning from the dark.

B stood, his heart hammering against his ribs. “We know what we have to do,” he whispered. “We don’t have a choice.” Heather nodded, her face pale but determined. “We wait until the cult begins the ritual. Then we sneak in—B spreads the salt, I draw the symbol, and we chant the incantation.”

“And if we get caught?” Sam asked, his voice barely audible. Crystal gave him a grim smile. “Then we don’t get caught.”

They gathered their supplies in silence, black salt, grave dust, and the book, packing everything into the duffel bag. The shadows didn’t stop moving, even as they turned toward the basement stairs. “Whatever happens,” B said, gripping the strap of the duffel bag, “we stick together, if we die, we die together.” They nodded, their faces drawn but resolute.

The basement groaned around them, as if mourning their departure. The stench of rot clung to their clothes as they climbed the stairs, leaving behind the flickering candles and shifting symbols.

But even as they left the basement, they knew—the darkness was coming with them.


Chapter 11: The Final Ritual

[image: ]

The cemetery was a sea of darkness, the night sky choked with clouds so thick no stars could peek through. A cold wind sliced through the air, carrying the scent of damp earth and ancient rot. B led the way through the crooked gravestones, his flashlight switched off to avoid detection, relying on muscle memory and adrenaline to guide him.

Behind him, Crystal, Heather, Sam, and Mike crept through the mist, every step feeling like a risk. The mausoleum loomed ahead, its cracked stone door pried just wide enough to welcome them into the black void beyond.

“Last chance to back out,” B whispered, glancing over his shoulder. No one answered. They were too far gone to turn back now.

The kids slipped through the broken entrance, the stone grinding shut behind them like the crypt was sealing them in. Inside, the air was thick and heavy, smothering their skin, their lungs working overtime to pull in air that tasted like rust and old bones. A shiver crawled down B’s spine, though the room was unnaturally warm—stiflingly hot, like standing in front of a furnace.

From deeper within the crypt, chanting drifted up the stone corridors—a low, guttural hum that buzzed like bees in their ears. The sound reverberated through the walls, shaking loose dust from the cracked ceiling. It was rhythmic, relentless, a pulse that seemed to sync with their own racing hearts. B swallowed hard. “Stay close. Don’t make a sound.”

The kids slunk through the twisting corridors, their breaths shallow and measured. The deeper they went, the hotter it became—as if the crypt was exhaling its last, feverish breath. The walls gleamed slick with moisture, and the faint scent of burnt incense and iron crawled into their nostrils, making their eyes water.

They reached the main chamber—a wide, low-ceilinged room bathed in the sickly green glow of torches perched in rusted iron brackets. In the center stood a stone altar, polished to a shine, though dark stains along its edges hinted at older, darker uses.

Hooded figures circled the altar, their faces hidden beneath shadows, their hands and heads held high as they chanted in unison. The words were indecipherable—a language that didn’t belong to any human tongue, a garbled, broken thing that made B’s head ache just to hear it.

On the altar lay a boy, no older than seven. His wrists and ankles were tied with rope, and his pale chest was bare, etched with symbols carved into his skin—raw, angry marks that glistened in the flickering torchlight.

The leader stepped forward, and B’s stomach twisted as he recognized him—Mr. Thornton, standing tall in the cult’s circle, his face serene, as if he were presiding over a church service.

Thornton raised his arms, the chant rising with him. The child’s body shivered, though he remained unconscious, as if the words themselves penetrated his dreams. The torches flared, casting long, twisted shadows across the walls—shadows that slithered like snakes, moving independently of the flames.

B nodded at the others, and they each melted into the shadows along the wall. The crypt was wide, but the dark corners provided enough cover to keep them hidden.

He dropped to his stomach, heart pounding in his ears, and began crawling toward the altar, the black salt clutched in one sweaty hand. The air was stifling, and every inch forward felt like dragging his body through thick tar.

The floor was wet and sticky beneath him, the scent of iron filling his nose. His fingers trembled as he opened the bag of salt, carefully pouring it along the edge of the altar. He crawled slowly, inch by inch, careful not to make a sound as the grains of salt spilled in a thin, precise line.

Behind him, Heather pulled the chalk from her pocket and began to draw the protective symbol. The lines twisted and looped in impossible patterns, and the stone seemed to fight back with every stroke—her hand shook, but she forced herself to keep going.

The chanting grew louder, filling the room with oppressive heat. The cultists swayed in unison, their voices rising in perfect harmony, as if they were one mind, one body.

The shadows flickered along the walls, forming twisted faces that grinned and sneered from the edges of the room. B glanced up and saw his own reflection in a puddle of water beside the altar—but the face staring back at him wasn’t his. It grinned wide, teeth too sharp, eyes gleaming with something ancient and hungry.

Heather finished the protective symbol, her breath ragged. “Almost there,” she whispered, though the sound barely reached over the hum of the cultists’ chant.

The child on the altar stirred, his eyes snapping open. For a brief moment, his face was filled with fear—but then his expression twisted into a malicious grin, wide and unnatural, as though something else was looking through his eyes. Heather gasped, pulling back, but she didn’t stop. She couldn’t. They were too close. The moment B finished the salt circle, the room exploded with energy.

The shadows thickened, writhing like snakes, their mouths open in silent screams. The air buzzed with power, crackling along the walls like a live wire. In the center of the circle, a towering figure began to take shape—a mass of darkness and flame, writhing and shifting as it grew.

Belial emerged from the shadows, a twisted grin spread too wide across its head, eyes glowing with infernal light. Its form was constantly shifting, as though it couldn’t decide what shape to take—one moment, it was a man, the next, a beast with too many limbs. Flames flickered along its edges, casting distorted reflections across the crypt walls.

Thornton raised his hands, shouting in triumph. “He is here! The gate is open!” B sprang to his feet, heart racing. “Now!” he hissed. Heather began the banishment incantation, her voice shaking but determined. Crystal and Sam joined in, their voices rising over the cult’s chants.

“By the black salt that seals the gate,

By the dust of graves that binds the soul,

We cast thee back to the abyss.

Belial, be undone!”

The shadows screamed, writhing inside the circle as the salt held Belial in place. The cultists shouted in rage, realizing too late what was happening. Thornton lunged toward the salt circle, but Crystal tackled him, shoving him to the ground. Heather threw the grave dust into the circle, and the room shook violently. Cracks splintered across the walls, the stone groaning under the weight of the ritual’s power.

The crypt began to crumble, chunks of stone falling from the ceiling. Screaming shadows clawed at the air, trying to escape the pull of the banishment. For a brief moment, the walls rippled, revealing an endless abyss filled with writhing souls, trapped and forgotten.

The kids kept chanting, their voices steady even as the ground trembled beneath them.

“Belial, be undone! Back to the void from which you came!”

Belial roared, its form twisting violently, flames sputtering as it was dragged toward the abyss. The cultists screamed, their bodies swallowed by the shadows, pulled into the dark with the demon they had summoned. Thornton’s eyes were wide with horror as the darkness consumed him, his final scream lost in the roar of the collapsing crypt.

The kids bolted for the exit, rubble crashing around them. The crypt groaned, the walls folding inward as if the earth itself was trying to bury the evil forever. They crawled through the narrow passage, dodging falling stone, their lungs burning from the effort. They burst out of the mausoleum just as the entrance collapsed behind them, sealing the crypt—and the darkness—away. For now.

They lay on the cold grass, gasping for air, the night sky stretched above them, empty and endless. For a moment, they said nothing—just listened to the silence, the absence of the chanting, the feeling of being alive.

Crystal was the first to speak. “Did we do it?” she whispered,  her voice filled with doubt. B stared at the ruins of the mausoleum, his chest heaving. “Yeah, I think so” he said quietly. “It’s gone, for now.” But the darkness still lingered, just beneath the surface, waiting. And it always would.


Chapter 12: The Silence After the Storm
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The kids lay sprawled on the cold grass outside the collapsed mausoleum, their hearts pounding, lungs burning as they gasped for air. The night sky stretched above them, endless and indifferent, the clouds parting just enough to reveal a sliver of moonlight. For the first time in hours—or maybe days—the air felt lighter, though the weight of what they had done pressed heavily on their chests.

B rolled onto his side, feeling the wet earth cling to his skin. The crypt was gone, sealed behind tons of rubble, trapping the cult and whatever darkness they had summoned beneath the surface. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something had escaped, something unseen and hungry.

By morning, the police swarmed the cemetery, floodlights cutting through the morning mist. The kids huddled together as adults rushed around them, picking through the rubble, searching for answers that wouldn’t come.

The official story broke the next day. The news anchors spoke with breathless urgency, the words tumbling from their mouths like a script they’d rehearsed for years:

“The tragic collapse of an abandoned mausoleum in Ashwood Cemetery has left residents rattled this morning. Officials believe the structure gave way due to decades of neglect. Police assure the public that the events are unrelated to recent reports of missing children, which authorities continue to investigate.”

B switched off the TV with a bitter smile. “Of course.” Sam sat on the couch beside him, rubbing his eyes. “They’d never believe the truth anyway.” The kids gathered at Crystal’s house, each of them nursing their own invisible wounds. They had survived—but none of them felt whole.

The days that followed blurred together. School resumed, the mundane rhythm of life creeping back in, but nothing felt the same. Each of them carried the weight of what they had seen—the screaming shadows, the manifestation of Belial, the faces of the cultists twisted with devotion and terror.

Crystal’s nightmares returned first. She would wake in the middle of the night, her heart hammering in her chest, convinced she could hear her own voice whispering from the darkness of her closet. “Crystal… come closer.” She would lie frozen beneath her blankets, the air thick with the stench of rot, too afraid to turn her head.

B’s house felt different too—quieter than it should have been. The shadows seemed longer, stretching across the floor in ways that didn’t make sense. And sometimes, just as he drifted off to sleep, he would feel a cold hand brush the back of his neck—light, barely there, but impossible to ignore.

He stopped looking at his reflection in the bathroom mirror after he caught his own face grinning back at him, wide and toothy, long after he’d stopped smiling.

Heather avoided mirrors altogether. She knew better than to trust them now. Sam swore something was following him, always just out of sight—a flicker of movement at the edge of his vision, gone the moment he turned his head.

The kids met one last time at the edge of the forest, standing in a rough circle beneath the dying light of the setting sun. The shadows beneath the trees were deep and still, like the woods were holding their breath. “We stopped them,” Heather whispered, her arms crossed tightly against the cold. “But it’s not over, is it?”

Crystal shook her head. “No.” B stared into the trees, his jaw tight. “We closed the door. But doors can be opened again.” They stood in silence for a moment, the weight of that truth settling over them. They had stopped the cult, banished Belial—but the darkness wasn’t gone. Not really. It was still there, waiting, just out of sight, biding its time.

“We have to keep watching,” Crystal said softly. “We can’t let it happen again.” The others nodded. The world had shifted beneath their feet, and they couldn’t go back to the way things were. They knew too much now. They made a pact there in the twilight—to watch over Ashwood, to be ready if the darkness ever returned.

Though the cult was gone, strange things continued to happen in Ashwood. Lights flickered in empty rooms. Objects moved on their own. Shadows shifted behind closed curtains. B woke one night to find pages from the ancient book scattered across his bedroom floor. When he reached down to touch them, they vanished, leaving only the faint scent of burnt parchment behind.

Crystal’s closet door swung open by itself, the hinges creaking softly in the stillness of the night. From within, her own voice whispered, soft and familiar: “It’s not over, Crystal. Not yet.”

The kids tried to move on, but they carried the scars of their encounter—scars no one else could see. They returned to school, to homework, to ordinary life, but the ordinary didn’t feel the same. They had peeked behind the curtain of reality and seen what lay beneath—something dark, hungry, and patient.

They never spoke about what they had witnessed, at least not in public. But their friendship was forged in fire, and they knew they would be ready if the darkness ever tried to return.


Epilogue
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Two years later, Sam’s basement felt like a sanctuary—a warm, cluttered space where the harsh world outside couldn’t reach them. Old pizza boxes, bags of chips, and soda cans littered the floor, their chaotic mess a comfort rather than a nuisance. Black Sabbath hummed softly from the record player, the eerie chords of “War Pigs” filling the room like a lazy, rebellious fog.

B sat cross-legged on the couch, a tray on his lap, carefully rolling a joint. His fingers worked the paper slowly, the way he always did—methodical, steady, not in a rush. He wasn’t planning to light it; it was more about the ritual of it, the slow and easy rhythm that felt comforting.

Crystal leaned back in an old recliner, her purple bangs tucked behind her ear, laughing as she wiped grease from her fingertips on her jeans. Heather sprawled on the beanbag chair, her Polaroid camera beside her, snapping the occasional photo of the group. Mike and Sam sat cross-legged on the floor, close to the TV, their eyes gleaming with amusement.

On the flickering screen, a grainy local news broadcast showed a PTA meeting in progress—a crowd of angry parents, red-faced and yelling over each other. “It’s that Ozzy Osbourne guy!” one woman shrieked, her voice cracking with fury. “He’s the devil!”

“And that gangster rap!” another man shouted, waving a Bible like a club. “It’s rotting their brains!” Crystal nearly choked on her soda. “Oh my god—did he just say gangster rap?” B chuckled as he licked the edge of the rolling paper, sealing it with a careful swipe of his tongue. “Yeah, ‘cause rap’s obviously Satan’s go-to. I bet the Devil has a mixtape just for that.” Sam howled with laughter. “Y’all better watch out—if you listen to N.W.A., you’ll end up sacrificing goats by the weekend.”

Heather grinned, adjusting her camera to capture the moment. The atmosphere was easy and light, the weight they had carried for so long finally starting to fade in the warmth of their shared jokes. Mike leaned closer to the screen, shaking his head. “They’re seriously blaming Ozzy again? What year is this?”

“Every year, apparently,” B said with a smirk. He ran his thumb along the joint one last time, satisfied with his work. The sound of Sabbath’s heavy guitar riffs blended with their laughter, the moment so ordinary it almost felt sacred. Almost. Mike stopped laughing. “Guys,” he whispered, his voice sharp enough to cut through the noise. “Shut up. Look.”

The others quieted, following Mike’s gaze to the TV. Onscreen, the angry crowd swelled, their shouts overlapping, hands waving in frustration. The camera panned slowly across the crowd—and there, just behind the chaos, stood three hooded figures.

The basement went deadly still. The figures were motionless, their faces hidden beneath dark hoods, blending into the edges of the scene like they didn’t belong—like something the camera shouldn’t have caught. Crystal sat up straighter, her heart thudding in her chest. “No way,” she whispered. “No way that’s—”

The camera lingered on the crowd a second longer, and then—the figure in the center moved. Slowly, almost deliberately, his head tilted toward the camera, as if he could feel the kids watching through the screen. B’s breath caught in his throat.

The middle figure—the one at the center—lifted his head just enough for the shadows to slip from his face. An impossibly wide grin stretched across his mouth, teeth too many, too sharp, glinting in the harsh light of the news broadcast.

He was staring. Not at the crowd, not at the reporter—but through the screen, directly at the kids in the basement. The grin grew wider, too wide, as if his face was splitting in half. That smile knew them. Knew every secret they’d kept, every sleepless night, every time they’d told themselves the darkness was gone. “Holy shit,” Sam whispered, frozen in place.

The hooded figure stared—his smile impossibly wide—and winked. And then the screen flickered, and the news cut to a commercial. The basement stayed silent, the air heavy and electric, each of them locked in place, hearts pounding in unison.

The darkness wasn’t gone.

It had never left.
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