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            Love your enemies and do good unto them that hate and use you–is this not the despicable philosophy of the spaniel that rolls upon its back when kicked?

Ragnar Redbeard: Might is Right–1896
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Prologue
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The overhead light blinded her as she lay on the operating table, but she paid it no mind as her eyes fixed upon a small crack in the ceiling tile directly above her. The caustic stench of antiseptic burned her nostrils and made her want to gag. Or maybe that was just the fear.

Was it fear or just plain embarrassment? She couldn’t tell with her legs up in the air like this. She supposed either would be valid. Or perhaps both.

“I don’t want to do this,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the hum and beeping of the medical monitors. 

No one responded, they just kept on doing what they were doing, ignoring her. 

The nurse to her left adjusted an IV bag while another arranged metal instruments on a tray with soft clinks that seemed to echo through her skull. 

Cripes, the doctor hadn’t even arrived yet. What was she even doing there anyways? She should just get up and leave. It’s not like they could stop her. Could they?

“I said, I don’t want to do this,” she repeated, louder this time.

The nurse at the IV glanced at her. A look of sympathy flashed across her face before being replaced by a cold expression of professional detachment. “Your parents have signed the consent forms, honey. Try to relax,” she said coldly.

Parents? She almost laughed. Her mother, who couldn’t look her in the eye anymore? Her father, who’d called her a slut when she told them about the pregnancy? They hadn’t even bothered to ask her what had happened that night. About the party, or even if she had said no to him.

A tear slid down her temple, disappearing into her golden hair. “But it’s MY baby,” she whispered.

The doctor entered then, finally. 

“Let’s get started,” he said over her to the nurses as if she weren’t there, right in front of him. She was just another body on the table. A slab of meat to be processed.

The anesthesiologist appeared at her head. “Count backward from ten.”

“I said NO!” she said firmly, struggling to sit up.

He ignored her as he pushed the plunger on the syringe in her IV. As the cold medication slipped into her veins, a wave of dizziness hit her. “Ten... nine... eight...” the nurse began counting.

She fought against the heaviness, trying to stay awake. This was happening too fast. She wasn’t ready.

“STOP! I WANT to ... keep my...”

“Seven... six...”

The ceiling tile began to blur. The crack widened and darkened.

“Five... four...”

The antiseptic smell faded, replaced by the stink of beer and cigarette smoke. The beeping of the machines changed into music thumping in her skull. Hard hands pressed her down, and there was a hot breath in her neck

A voice whispered, “Just relax. It’ll be over before you know it.” 

She grunted softly as something pushed into her. Opening her. 

Pain! Owe! Again and again. A terrible rhythm, opening her, pulling her apart from the inside. Why does it have to hurt again?

“No... I don’t...” she said as she fell backward into infinity.

“Three...”

She was a child again, in her bedroom, cradling her favorite doll. Its head lolled to one side as red stuffing spilled out from its neck. “It’s a girl...” a voice said.

“Two...”

The voices around her grew urgent, distant yet somehow piercing through her fading consciousness.

“Blood pressure’s dropping...”

Her eyes rolled as she moaned, “No... Don’t take my baby...”

“There’s too much bleeding...”

“Oh, god! Forceps! Where is she bleeding from?”

“We have no other option, scalpel!”

“Mama... Help me... Make them stop...” She mumbled, trying desperately to speak, but her lips wouldn’t move. A cold heaviness spread through her body, pinning her to the table. 

The rhythmic thumping turned to a pulling much deeper than she had ever felt.

The crack in the ceiling tile had become a chasm now, a dark void threatening to swallow her.

“One...”

The nurse’s hand squeezed hers, but she couldn’t squeeze back. She was falling, tumbling into that darkness above her, the voices following her down.

“We had to take it all...”

“I’m sorry, but we had no choice...”

“She’ll never have children...”

Never have children. The words echoed as she spiraled deeper, their meaning just beyond her grasp. 

Fleetingly, a vision came to her. It was herself, older, holding a baby with her eyes. Yellow eyes. Wait, her eyes weren’t yellow. The image dissolved into crimson, dripping through her fingers. Not her fingers... Her fingers didn’t have claws...

Was this her punishment? 

For going to that party? For drinking those drinks? For not fighting hard enough when he pushed her down? 

Yes, that’s what this must be. She was being punished. And her baby? Her baby was in Hell...
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As the beaten-up old Chevy van rattled down Highway 16, its tired engine protested each hill with a wheeze and a shudder. But this didn’t bother Ellie Granger as she pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the passenger window and watched as the pines blurred into dark green smears. 

The Ramones blasted through the van’s speakers from a cassette tape that sounded as if it had warped from overuse.

“Twenty-twenty-twenty-four hours to go-oh-oh... I wanna be sedated,” Christina Akins sang along from the driver’s seat, drumming her fingers on the steering wheel. 

A native of the Pinecrest area, unlike Ellie, she was an attractive girl with strawberry-blonde hair that whipped around her face from the open window. 

Ellie didn’t know much about her, having only just moved to the area a few months ago.  She certainly seemed nice and had welcomed Ellie openly into the group. 

“Just put me in a wheelchair, get me on a plane,” Tina sang, jingling the numerous gold bangles on her wrists with each beat of her fingers. 

From the back bench seat came the bored voice of the resident goofball Mark, whose lanky frame took up too much space. 

“Anyone else think this road never ends?” he asked, flicking his Zippo open and closed with a rhythmic snap. “We’ve been driving for–like–ever.”

Mark McMahon was handsome enough in Ellie’s opinion, with sandy brown hair that seemed permanently disheveled.

He was, of course, the group's obligatory adult chaperone, being the oldest at eighteen. 

But she couldn’t complain, he liked Zepplin after all, and that seemed good enough for her. 

“It’s only been forty minutes,” Jess said without looking up from her book as she pushed her glasses back up onto her nose. 

Like Tina, Jess was attractive, but in a weird bookish way with chestnut brown hair that framed her heart-shaped face quite flatteringly. 

She’d wedged herself into the corner, knees pulled up to her chest, and seemed to regret coming along. “And we’re not even to the turnoff yet.”

“Who cares how long it takes? This weekend is gonna be totally rad!” said David Varano, the last member of their little troop and Tina’s boyfriend.

He hopped over the back of the seat and wrapped an arm around Jess, pulling her closer despite her resistance. “Think about it. No parental units. No rules. Just us and the woods.”

She plucked his hand off of her with apparent disdain. “Great, I’m stuck with the greatest outdoorsman that ever chugged a six pack.”

“Yup!” David replied a moment before her insult sank in. “Hey!” he exclaimed, turning on her as she ducked back behind her book, grinning.

Ellie said nothing, choosing to keep her opinions to herself, and just kept watching the trees pass by. 

She got the feeling that David was only tolerated because of Tina, and the fact that he was the star pitcher for the school’s Baseball team, the Hurricanes.

She’d only been at Pinecrest High for three months. Hardly enough time to voice any opinions about much of anything. 

She was nothing more than the new girl, the quiet one, the last minute addition to this camping trip when Tina’s other friend, Haily, had bailed at the last second. 

That’s not to say that she minded being the last minute ringer. She absolutely needed the escape. Home was just her mom’s empty house, filled with unpacked boxes and the echoes of what they’d left behind in Los Angeles.

“There it is!” Tina exclaimed as she suddenly veered right, the van bouncing onto a dirt road barely wide enough for them to pass. “Caldwell’s Creek. My dad used to bring me fishing out here when I was little.”

“When you were little?” David said leaning forward to tweet her boob.

“Hey! Hands off, Buster, or you can sleep alone tonight!” Tina exclaimed, swatting his hand away playfully. 

David threw up his hands, “Yes ma’am, but I can’t imagine those were ever little,” he said as he sat back in the seat, giving Mark a playful nudge.

Tina rolled her eyes but didn’t respond, instead looking at Ellie, “You see what I got to deal with here?” she said, jabbing a thumb at the back seat. “It’s like dealing with a damn toddler.”

“Oh, admit it, Tina. You love it.” Mark teased.

Tina glared at him through the mirror. “And that’ll be enough out of the peanut gallery, or you can sleep with him in the dog house while us girls enjoy the van.”

“Fine by me.” Jess said without looking up from her book, “I’m still trying to figure out how I got roped into this as it is.”

“Wow, Jess, really? You know, you could at least pretend to be enjoying yourself.” Mark said sarcastically.

She looked up at Mark and replied, “Why should I? It’s just going to be singing and drinking...”

“Don’t forget smoking a little grass,” David added

Jess rolled her eyes and continued, “Riiight. And then we get to listen to you two,” she pointed to him and Tina, “rock the van all weekend. We could have done all that back in town.”

David flashed a roguish smile. “Well, not entirely the van. Figured we’d shake a few bushes too, while we’re at it.” he replied.

Jess crinkled her nose as a look of scandal flashed over her face. “Oh God! You are so disgusting!” she said and jumped over the seat to get away from him.

Tina laughed from the front and hollered back, “Jess, quit acting like such a prude!”

The forest closed in around them, and branches scraped the sides of the van. Sunlight filtered through the canopy in hazy, golden shafts that danced haphazardly over the dashboard. 

The tape ran out, and Tina flipped it over to the radio. It crackled as it lost the signal, but she just cranked it louder, as if volume could overcome distance.

“You sure this is the right place?” Ellie finally spoke, watching cracks spider through the windshield as the road got rougher.

“Positive,” Tina replied. Her smile was as infectious as her confidence was absolute. “Trust me, it’s perfect. So remote we can do whatever we want. And that’s the point... Jessica. No one around to report us to the fuzz.”

Mark leaned forward between the front seats. “Remote enough that no one will hear us scream?” He wiggled his eyebrows at Ellie, who rolled her own eyes now but couldn’t help smiling back.

“God, Mark, you’re such a creep,” Jess muttered, smiling as she shook her head and ducked back behind the seat to continue reading.

The road twisted deeper into the woods, and with each turn, civilization seemed to fall further behind. 

Ellie felt something shift in her chest. It felt like it was part anxiety, part thrill. 

She’d come because staying home felt unbearable. Especially with her mom moping around every corner, asking if she was ok. 

Like her dwelling on the past could change anything? What’s done is done; there was no reason to focus on it now. Especially when it couldn’t be changed.

She smiled gently as she looked back out the window, just as they passed a pine tree that looked like it had been struck by lightning recently. 

She couldn’t help but note how the wildness of this place seemed to just call out to her. 

There was something about the feeling of being utterly elsewhere. 

It was a place so alien to the concrete jungle that was Los Angeles that it gave her a sense of peace. 

It felt good.

“Hey, check it out! Ellie brought her horror movie collection,” David announced, reaching into her backpack without permission and pulling out a dog-eared paperback. 

“What the hell?” he said, looking at the book before reading the title out loud, “The Hell-Hound of Westerly Woods. Seriously?”

Ellie snatched it from him. “It’s called a book genius. And it’s research.”

“For what? How to die in the woods?” David laughed.

“For when I write my own horror stories,” she said, tucking the book away. “Besides, stories like these always have some truth to them.”

“Oh yeah?” Tina glanced over. “Like what? Count Dracula waiting to eat us?” She let out a bark of laughter at her own joke.

“Like people going into the woods and never coming back,” Ellie said, quieter now.

The van fell silent. For a moment, the entire world was uncomfortably quiet. 

Then, from somewhere in the back, a loud howl that sounded like a dying chihuahua erupted, making everyone jump.

Mark choked and broke down into cackling laughter, cutting the howl abruptly short.

“Damn-it, man! Scare the living hell outta me, why don’t-cha!” Tina said.

“Yeah, dude! Dang near made me jump out of my skin!” Jess added.

“Awww! Did I make you girls wee your knickers?” Mark teased in his best British accent.

“No!” Came a collectively indignant cry, followed by laughter.

“Hey! Guess what? Here we are!” Tina announced suddenly.

The dense trees opened up into a clearing where sunlight poured down warmly. She rolled to a stop near the edge of the woods and killed the engine. The effect was jarringly sudden. 

The world had gone startlingly quiet except for birdsong and the ticking of the cooling motor. 

Ellie couldn’t help but feel an odd flutter in her chest as she looked into the dense foliage around the edge of the clearing.

She popped the latch and climbed out of the van, her boots crunching on pine needles. The air smelled of sap, earth, and something wild that made her nostrils flare. 

The clearing was indeed perfect. Flat enough for tents, and ringed by ancient pines that seemed to watch them with patient, silent judgment.

She smiled as her imagination took hold of her and imagined Christopher Lee looming in the shadows of the pines, his cape fluttering around him.

“This is it?” Jess asked as she sidled up beside her, doubt etched on her face. “Seriously?”

“Yup!” David said, already unloading coolers and their gear. “No one telling us what to do. No one to bust us.”

Tina hopped from the driver’s seat, stretching her arms overhead. “We’ve got the whole weekend. Just us, the stars, and whatever trouble we can find.”

“Great,” Jess said reluctantly as David thrust a tent pack into her arms.

Mark grabbed Ellie’s hand and pulled her toward the tree line. “Come help me find firewood before it gets dark.”

She followed him into the shadows, where the temperature dropped several degrees. 

As they walked into the shadowy undergrowth, Tina shouted, “Hey, don’t go far, guys. There’s bears out here, so stay within shouting distance.”

Mark turned around and held his hands out wide. “Yes, Mom! If we see Yogi, we’ll make sure to hide the picnic basket.” he called back to her.

Suddenly, his eyes went wide as his foot hit something, and he fell backward with a startled yelp.

He bounced back up like a Jack-in-the-box and proclaimed, “Tada! I meant to do that.” Which only made Ellie smile.

“Come on, Evel Knievel, how about you impress me by walking straight.” she said, giving him a playful push. 

Mark moved with a surprising grace, gathering fallen branches while chattering about nothing in particular. Ellie half-listened, her attention caught by the way the forest seemed to breathe around them.

“You okay?” Mark asked, pausing to study her face. “You’ve been quiet, even for you.”

“Just taking it in,” she said. “It’s different from the ones back in California. Denser and more... alive.”

He nodded understandingly and said, “That’s why I like you, Granger. You actually see things.”

Mark bent down to gather another stick, his movements deliberate, comfortable. 

Unlike David with his constant noise, Mark seemed to belong here among the trees.

“You know,” he said, glancing up at her through his shaggy bangs, “I come out here sometimes myself. Just me, though.  I don’t usually come up here with anyone else. There’s this spot by the creek where you can watch deer at sunset.”

His fingers brushed hers as he handed her a piece of birch bark. “Maybe I could show you tomorrow? If you want.”

Ellie felt her cheeks warm slightly. “Yeah, maybe.”

“Cool,” he said, a half-smile playing on his lips. He straightened, balancing an armful of kindling. “Just us and the wilderness. No horror stories allowed, though. Promise?”

“I make no such promises,” Ellie replied, finding herself smiling back despite everything.

Back at camp, David and Tina had already set up the first tent while Jess organized supplies with methodical precision. The sun hung low, painting the sky in streaks of orange and pink, and Ellie helped Mark build a fire ring with stones from the edge of the clearing.

As twilight deepened, David, who had brought a portable radio, found a new station, and CCR’s “Bad Moon Rising” drifted across the campsite. 

Ellie froze, the lyrics striking something in her that she couldn’t explain.

“I see a bad moon rising...”

She glanced up at the darkening sky, where the full moon was just beginning to show itself like a pale ghost rising through the purple clouds.

“I see trouble on the way...”

“Werewolf weather,” she murmured, not meaning to say it aloud.

Tina caught it and laughed, passing her a beer. “Wow! You’re such a freak, Ellie. But that’s why we brought you.”

Ellie accepted the drink with a small smile, but her eyes stayed on the moon. 

“I see hurricanes and lightnin’...”

“Hope you brought your silver bullets,” Mark whispered, suddenly beside her.

She jumped, then gave him a playful shove. “Shut up.”

“I see bad times today...”

“Don’t worry,” he said, his voice softening. “I’ll protect you from the big bad wolf.”

“No, don’t go round tonight...”

Ellie smiled and tried to relax, letting herself be pulled into their circle, into his warmth.

“It’s bound to take your life...”

But every so often, her eyes drifted to the dark spaces between the trees, where nothing moved and the moon continued its relentless climb into the night sky.

“There’s a bad moon on the rise.”
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Chapter 2
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​The crackling fire sent amber sparks spiraling into the night sky as Ellie sat cross-legged on a log the guys had dragged over as a makeshift bench.

She watched the flames dance as Mark tossed a bit more wood into the growing blaze. 

The forest surrounding them had transformed with the late September night. It had become like a wall of impenetrable darkness that pressed in from all sides. A wall that seemed to be only held at bay by the warm glow of the fire.

Static kept bursting randomly from the radio as David fidgeted with the dial, cursing when the signal faded completely.

“Reception’s garbage out here,” he complained, setting the radio down with a thud.

“What did you expect?” Jess said, as she rolled out her sleeping bag in the tent she and Ellie intended to share. “We’re in the middle of nowhere.”

Just then, the van door slid shut audibly, and Tina came back over with a bottle of Tennessee whiskey dangling from her fingers. 

“Stop complaining, guys, I’ve got the entertainment right here. Who needs music when we’ve got this?” she said, unscrewing the cap and taking a swig, grimacing dramatically before passing it to David.

The whiskey made its way around the circle. Ellie hesitated when Mark handed it to her, then took a small sip that burned all the way down. She passed it quickly to Jess, who surprised everyone by taking a long pull before handing it back to Tina.

“Damn, Jess!” David hooted. “Didn’t know you had it in you.”

Jess shrugged, a slight flush creeping across her cheeks. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

A collective whoop went up around the group.

“Wow. The bookworm’s got some kink.” David teased.

“I’m all the kink you should be thinking about, buster.” Tina said as she plopped down next to Jess.

“Hey, I don’t mind sharing the love.” David replied as he came over to sit by them, taking the bottle back and tossing back another swig.

“Good, because if you keep it up, you can share your sleeping bag with a hedgehog.” Tina snarked playfully.

“Oooohhh! Now that’s what I call a prickly situation.” Mark hooted grinning.

David shook his head and took another swig of the whisky before handing it off and getting to his feet. 

“Alright, you jerks. I get it. Damn, a guy can’t get no love around here. I’m hungry. Where did we put those hot dogs?” he asked.

“I don’t know, you tell us. You’re the only wiener I see here.” Jess replied loudly.

David turned red as the group hooted and laughed at his expense.

It was sort of a tradition of theirs. An unwritten game to see who could rib one of them into submission for a night. 

Tonight, it seemed like David had been the unlucky loser. 

Fortunately, it was all in good fun, and David returned with the packet of hot dogs and a joint. 

“Hey man! Now that’s what I’m talking about. Who’s gotta light?” Jess asked, quickly snatching the joint. “I take it back. You’re not a wiener. Just a whiner.” 

David smiled and shook his head as he handed over a Zippo. “I just can’t win here, can I?”

Tina got up and threw her arms around him. “Nope! But that’s ok, I still love ya,” she said as she kissed him.

Ellie helped Mark finish setting up their tent while Tina and David argued over how to properly roast hot dogs. 

The complete simplicity of it all felt oddly comforting despite the strange surroundings. And for a moment, she was able to forget everything she’d left behind in Los Angeles.

“Penny for your thoughts?” Mark asked, catching her staring into the darkness.

Ellie jolted as she came back into the moment. “Not much. Just thinking about home,” she admitted. “Or what used to be home, I guess.”

“You miss it?” he asked softly.

“Not really. Just... thinking,” she replied, looking at him as she rested her chin on her knees. “There was nothing left for me there... Well, nothing worthwhile anyways.”

Mark nodded, seemingly satisfied with her vague answer, and went back to hammering tent stakes. 

She appreciated that he didn’t push. Unlike her mother, who treated every silence like a problem to be solved anymore. 

Which only infuriated Ellie more. Her mother couldn’t understand why she just didn’t bother trying to talk to her. Especially not after the last time. It was just better, easier to keep her mouth shut.

A strange, almost guttural sound suddenly cut through the night. It was almost a howl, yet bordered almost on a scream. It was distant but still distinct enough to make everyone freeze.

“Was that...?” Jess started, leaving the question hanging.

“Just a wolf.” Tina said dismissively, but her eyes scanned the tree line.

“That didn’t sound like any wolf I’ve heard. Besides, there aren’t supposed to be wolves in this part of the state anymore.” Jess replied, her voice tight.

“Then it’s a coyote,” David said, throwing another log onto the fire. “Or some farmer’s dog. Who cares?”

“That was no coyote or dog. Coyotes have a yapping howl, and dogs bark.” Ellie said.

“Great, so what was it? Wolfman Jack?” David replied, laughing at his own joke.

Ellie rolled her eyes but felt an odd chill that had nothing to do with the night air. The sound hadn’t been quite right for a wolf or a coyote. It sounded deeper and almost violent.

“I think I’m going to get my jacket,” she said as she stood up and headed for the van.

As she passed the edge of the clearing, something caught her eye. She paused and focused on a massive pine tree nearby, unsure of what had caught her attention. 

She stepped closer, squinting as the flickering firelight seemed to make the shadows dance confusingly. As she got closer, she could finally make out what had caught her eye. 

There, perhaps seven feet up from the base, were four deep gouges in the bark, too high up to be made by anything on four legs. 

She reached up, standing on her tip toes, and could only just barely run her fingers over the lowest portion of the claw marks.

“Guys, come take a look at this.” she called, not taking her eyes off the tree.

Mark was the first to join her, flashlight in hand. The beam illuminated the claw marks clearly, four parallel slashes about six feet up the trunk.

“Whoa,” he whispered, reaching out and touching the gouged bark. “Bear, probably.”

“Too high.” Ellie replied.

Tina and David wandered over, the whiskey bottle still clutched in Tina’s hand.

“You’ve never seen a black bear stand up, have you, Hollywood?” David asked. “They like to use trees for scratching posts to sharpen them big ol’ claws of theirs.” 

“Yeah, the bears around here can get pretty big, El. So it’s best to keep near the fire.” Jess muttered, hanging back a ways.

Ellie looked down at her shoes. “Oh... We didn’t have any bears in California. Just Mountain lions.” 

David chuckled and patted her gently on the shoulder and said, “We got those too, Hollywood. We got almost everything and its brother here.”

As if on cue, another howl echoed through the trees, closer this time. The radio, which had been humming static, suddenly blared to life with a burst of sound before dying completely, making everybody jump.

“Okay, this is getting weird,” Mark said, his voice deliberately light. “Anyone know any ghost stories?”
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