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  “because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me.”

1 Corinthians 16:9 NIV

 

With opportunities come opposition 

You will not be my distraction 

Open my doors Lord-

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Disclosure

 

“This is a work of fiction, crafted to thrill, entertain, and immerse you in the mysterious world of cryptids and legends. While the stories told here are fictional, they are inspired by the belief that our world holds mystery 

 

I believe there are things out there—things that are natural, not supernatural, but misunderstood or undiscovered. After all, every cryptid was just a story until it wasn’t……

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

**Warning:**  

Taylor, Mississippi, is a real place filled with real people living their very normal, non-haunted lives. The events and characters in this story? Completely fictional. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental (probably).  

 

As for Dogmen, Bigfoot, Rakes, or Wendigo? If you think you’ve seen one out there, might I suggest *not mentioning it*? Taylor folks don’t take kindly to that kind of talk—mostly because they know better than to attract attention. Enjoy the story… and remember to lock your doors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

©Copyright © R.W. Moore. All rights reserved.

Creepy Cryptid Tales and The Hunt For Dogman are original works created and owned by R.W. Moore. This content is protected under U.S. copyright law. No portion of the text, characters, or storylines may be reproduced, adapted, distributed, or displayed—digitally or physically—without explicit written permission from the author.

This is not a Creative Commons license.

Sharing without authorization, including AI training, resale, or derivative works, is strictly prohibited.

For licensing, collaborations, or media inquiries, please contact: obsidianquillpublishing@gmail.com

 

 

 

 

 

Dedication 

 

Dedicated toTo my fans,

Thank you for believing in this story and for taking the time to embark on this journey with me. Your support means more than words can express.

 

To my family,

For your unwavering love, encouragement, and patience. This book wouldn’t have been possible without you.

 

This is for all of you.

– R.W. Moore     
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Chapter 1


 


the Call 


 

Dante’s phone buzzed sharply against the nightstand. The glow of the screen cast eerie shadows across the room, the clock reading 4:00 AM. He groggily reached for it, his instincts already on high alert.

 

“Hello?” his voice was rough, thick with sleep.

 

“Dante!” Latoya’s voice came through, shaking, frantic. “Calm down—calm down? You’re not making sense,” he snapped back, sitting up. “What do you mean he was there? Who? What’s going on?”

 

Her voice broke, and there was static on the other end. “I’m on the way,” he finally said, throwing on his clothes.

 

That was 45 minutes ago.

 

Dante now stood in the ornate lobby of One Bennett Park, its marble floors gleaming under dim lights. Everything seemed normal, quiet—eerily so. He rode the elevator up, his mind racing, and soon found himself at the door to Marcus’s place. He knocked.

 

The door swung open almost immediately, and there was Latoya. She looked a wreck—eyes red and puffy from crying, her hands trembling as she lit yet another cigarette.

 

“He’s in there,” she muttered, pointing toward the bedroom. Her voice cracked. “He ain’t right… I saw it, Dante. I saw it. I know it can’t be real, but… it’s real. Oh my God, it’s real.”

 

Her legs buckled as she collapsed to her knees, sobbing uncontrollably. Dante stepped around her, shaking his head, trying to piece together the fragments of her hysteria.

 

He walked to the bedroom door. It was cracked open, the faint light from within spilling into the hallway. Pushing it open, he stepped inside.

 

There was Marcus—the cold, ruthless leader who never broke under pressure, who never let anything rattle him. Now, he was huddled on his bed, wearing his robe, rocking back and forth like a mental patient.

 

“Marcus,” Dante called, his voice calm but firm.

 

No response.

 

“Yo, Marcus!” he shouted, stepping closer.

 

Marcus flinched violently, his head jerking toward Dante. His eyes were wide, bloodshot, and bulging—looking at Dante, but not really seeing him. Tears streamed down his face as he whispered, almost inaudibly, “It’s real. He’s coming to get me.”

 

Dante grabbed Marcus’s shoulders, shaking him hard. “Man, pull yourself together! What are you talking about? Who’s coming for you?”

 

Marcus’s breathing hitched as his trembling hand rose and pointed to the wall behind the door.

 

Dante turned, his stomach knotting as his gaze landed on the wall.

 

Deep, jagged letters were gouged into the plaster, as though carved with a blade—or claws. They read:

 

“I AM REAL.”

 

The grooves were impossibly deep, cutting straight through the drywall to the studs beneath. It didn’t look human. No man could’ve done that.

 

Dante took a step back, his pulse racing as he stared at the message.

 

Behind him, Marcus rocked harder, his voice rising to a fever pitch. “He’s coming, Dante. The monster! Oh my God, he’s coming! He’s going to eat me! I can’t—I can’t—”

 

“Who, Marcus? Who is it?”

 

Marcus’s tear-filled eyes locked onto Dante’s. His voice was a ragged hiss, barely more than a breath.

 

“The monster,” he said, his voice cracking. “He’s not a story. He’s real. And he’s coming for me.”

 

Dante’s chest tightened as he tried to process the scene. He didn’t believe in monsters. He couldn’t.

 

But as he looked again at the scratches on the wall—how deep they were, how unnatural they looked—he felt the cold grip of doubt creep into his mind.

 

Whatever had been here, whatever Marcus had seen, it left a mark—on the wall, and on Marcus’s soul.

  

Marcus whimpered it was a real werewolf….they are real and broke down crying  ….

 

4:45 AM….Midway International Airport .

The hum of the Bombardier Challenger 350’s engines was smooth and steady, blending with the plush silence of the cabin. JC Carter leaned back in his seat, sipping his scotch, his rugged face still carrying the smirk of a man who had just pulled off something extraordinary. Across from him, Remy sat with casual elegance, his fair skin and clean-cut features framed by a warm smile that carried centuries of charisma.

 

The hostess appeared, a poised young woman in her mid-twenties, dressed impeccably in a black pantsuit and heels. She exuded professionalism, but her smile widened the moment she saw Remy.

 

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, her voice light and friendly. “Can I offer you a drink?”

 

Before JC could respond, Remy’s expression lit up. “Josette? Is that you?”

 

Her smile turned into a grin. “Yes, sir, it’s me.”

 

“How’s your mama doing?” he asked, setting his glass down and giving her his full attention. “Tell her I said hello when you see her.”

 

“She’s doing great,” Josette replied warmly. “I’ll tell her you asked.”

 

Remy nodded, satisfied, then tilted his head playfully. “Now, when are you going to finish that pilot’s license so I can have you flying me around in this thing?”

 

Her chest swelled with pride as she announced, “Next month!”

 

“Well, Good for you!  ,” Remy said with a grin, raising his glass in a mock toast. “You’ll make one hell of a pilot.”

 

Josette’s voice softened, her admiration evident. “It’s because of you, Remy.”

 

He waved off the praise with a laugh. “I just believe in promoting from within. Paying it forward, dear. That’s all.”

 

JC chuckled, shaking his head as Josette walked away to prepare their drinks. “You’re something else, you know that?”

 

Remy leaned back in his seat, a sly smile playing on his lips. “Just paying my dues. You’ve got to take care of your people, JC. The world forgets us often enough.”

 

JC’s smile faded slightly, replaced by a thoughtful nod. “I’ll drink to that.”

Remy turned to Josette,  who had returned to tidy up. “Please tell…” He paused, tapping his chin in thought, then his face lit up. “Tell Mark we’ll need to drop my friend off in San Antonio. He’s got a fiancée to return to.”  

Josette smiled warmly. “Of course, Mr. Remy. I’ll make sure he knows.”

 

JC chuckled, shaking his head. “I need to call her and let her know I’m on my way back. “Give her my regards here,”Remy said 

 

JC dialed Nicole, leaning back as the phone rang. The line clicked, and her voice came through, slightly groggy but sharp as ever. “Carter? You better not be calling to say you’re in trouble again.”

 

JC smirked. “No trouble, darlin’. Remy and I might’ve solved our Kane problem.”

 

Nicole’s voice was immediately skeptical. “What did you do?”

 

JC grinned, sipping his scotch. “I talked to him. ….Calmly.”

 

Remy burst out laughing, and JC followed, the two men sharing the memory. “It’s Remy who made him shit himself,” JC admitted through the laughter.

 

Nicole sighed on the other end. “Put Remy on.”

 

Remy took the phone, his voice smooth as honey. “Hello, future Mrs. Carter.”

 

Nicole chuckled, her tone softening. “I like that…. It’s hard to stay mad at you..Remy Deutrive 

 

Remy smiled, ..Nicole’s  voice warm. “Just make sure you and Juliette save the date for the wedding.”

 

“We wouldn’t dare miss it,” Remy replied sincerely. “Ta-ta  for now. I’ll have him home safe and sound.”

 

Handing the phone back, JC smiled. “Yeah, I love you too. See you in a few.” He hung up and slid the phone into his pocket, noticing the silence in the cabin. Remy was staring out the window, his gaze distant.

 

“What’s wrong?” JC asked, his voice soft with concern.

 

Remy sighed deeply, his eyes fixed on the horizon. “JC… cherish her. Life is a precious gift, and you never know what the future holds.”

 

JC’s brow furrowed. “Is something wrong?”

 

Remy’s voice dropped to a somber tone. “It’s Juliette… my beloved Juliette. She’s hiding how sick she is, but I can tell. She can’t fool my nose. I can smell it eating at her.”

 

JC leaned forward, his face falling. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

 

Remy nodded, his voice steady but laden with pain. “I took her to the best doctors ten years ago when she first got sick. The chemo damn near killed her… but she beat it. She was strong. Last year, I caught the scent again. I told her we should go back to the doctor. She said no.”

 

“Why?” JC asked, his voice hushed.

 

Remy shook his head. “ She doesn’t want hospital walls or more treatments. She’s hiding how bad it’s gotten because she knows what I’ll do—drag her to every expert on Earth. But instead, she wants to see the world. That’s why we’re leaving tomorrow. I promised her a vacation, and I’ll keep my promise. She doesn’t have long, JC.” His voice cracked slightly, but he 

 

steadied it. “I know she would’ve loved to see Nicole in her wedding dress.”

 

JC leaned forward, his voice firm. “Hey. She will. She’s tough. She beat it once, and she can do it again. Besides, it takes a special woman to win the heart of the Loup Garou. But  she must have remarkable patience to put up with you.”

 

Remy cracked a smile, his laughter soft but genuine. “Thanks, JC. That means more than you know.”

 

JC leaned back, his tone lightening. “Well, I’m just doing my best. That’s all any of us can do, right?”

 

Remy turned to him, his expression warm but contemplative. “The world could use more men like you, JC. You were born a few centuries too late. Our people, our world… they need friends like you.”

 

JC smiled, clinking his glass gently against Remy’s. ‘

 

The cabin fell quiet again as the two men gazed out at the soft glow of the horizon.

 

-Flying While Black

 

2 hours and 30 minutes later….JC stepped off Remy’s Bombardier 350 into the warm Texas air, his boots hitting the pavement with quiet authority. The early morning sun cast long shadows across the tarmac as he slipped his phone from his pocket and dialed Flair.

 

“Yeah, Flair, it’s me. I landed , Where are you?”

 

Flair’s voice came through, clipped and professional. “We’re in traffic, Captain. Seven minutes out. I take it things went smoothly on your end?”

 

JC smirked faintly, the memory of the chaos in Chicago still fresh. “Smooth enough. See you in seven.”

 

Sliding the phone back into his pocket, JC scanned the nearly deserted airstrip. He adjusted his jacket and started toward the terminal, humming softly to himself.

 

“Hey, you!”

 

The sharp voice sliced through the quiet, making him pause. JC glanced over his shoulder, then kept walking.

 

“Hey!” the voice snapped again, closer this time.

 

JC sighed, turning to see a white woman in her late 30s, striding toward him with a designer suitcase in tow. Her expression was sharp, her tone sharper. “Here’s ten dollars,” she said curtly, holding out a bill. “Take my bag inside while I find my-”

 

“Miss, I don’t work here.” JC calmly stated .

Her eyes raked over him, her lip curling in exaggerated disdain. “It looks like you don’t work anywhere,” she said, her tone sharp enough to cut glass. “I’m offering you a chance to make some money, so you can buy yourself a meal. Take. The. Bag.! ” She punctuated each word with a jab of her perfectly manicured finger at the suitcase.

 

She looked him up and down again, shaking her head. “And what are you even doing back here? This area is for private passengers and private airplanes, not… loiterers.” Her eyes flicked to his boots as if they offended her, and she added, “Let me see some I.D.”

 

JC felt his temper flicker but kept his voice even. “NO ,

 

He turned to walk away, but the woman darted in front of him, blocking his path. “Oh, no, you don’t!” she barked. “I demand you show me some ID because  I don’t think you belong here ,but I won’t report you .  

So do yourself a favor take my bag inside NOW  I know the owners of this airfield.. 

 

JC’s jaw tightened. He glanced at her suitcase, then back at her. “This bag?”

 

“Yes!” she snapped.

 

Without a word, JC grabbed the handle and, with one fluid motion, flung the suitcase into the middle of the road.

 

The woman’s face turned crimson, her mouth working soundlessly before she erupted. “Pick up that bag! Now! Or I’ll call the cops!”

 

JC shrugged. “Go ahead “ unconcerned 

 

Her lips thinned as she pulled out her phone and stabbed at the screen. “You’ll see!”

 

As JC turned away, she stepped in front of him again, her voice rising in a performance meant for the phone. “Hello? Yes, I’m being assaulted by a dangerous Black man ! He threw my luggage into the street, and now he’s threatening me. Please hurry!” Her voice cracked with mock distress. Blocking JC at every turn as he tried to leave 

 

JC stared at her, incredulously “Lady, you’re insane.”

 

Moments later, the wail of sirens pierced the air. A police cruiser screeched to a halt, and two white officers stepped out, guns already drawn.

 

“Officer! Officer!” the woman cried, pointing at JC. “That homeless man attacked me after I tried to give him money out of the kindness of my heart! He threw me to the ground and tossed my luggage!”crocodile tears streamed down her cheek.

 

JC stood still, his hands at his sides. “That’s not what happened,” he said calmly.

 

“Shut up!” barked the older officer, his weapon aimed squarely at JC’s chest. “Get on the ground, hands above your head!”

 

JC raised his remaining hand slowly. “I only have one hand. Mind if I just put it on my head?”

 

“Stop resisting!” the officer yelled, stepping closer.

 

JC glanced at the younger cop, who looked nervous, his hands trembling, finger too close to the trigger. JC’s tone dropped, calm but deliberate. “Tell your partner with the itchy trigger finger to relax before this goes bad for everyone.”

“Get down! Now!” the older officer shouted, his face red with fury.

 

Before the situation could spiral further, a voice rang out, cutting through the tension like a blade.

 

“Officers! Stand down! Now!”

 

Flair strode onto the scene, his badge held high as two black SUVs pulled up behind him. The cops and the woman froze, their heads snapping toward him.

 

Flair didn’t stop walking until he was nose to nose with the younger officer. “Holster that weapon. Now. Or I swear I’ll make it my mission to ruin your career before the day’s out….“Don’t test me, officer. It’s an exam you’re destined to fail—miserably.”

 

The younger officer, wide-eyed, obeyed, his hands shaking as he clipped the gun back into place.

 

The older cop turned his glare on Flair. “This isn’t federal business. That man assaulted this woman, and he’s coming with us.”

 

Flair’s eyes were cold as ice. ““Let’s break this down real simple for you. One: She’s claiming assault, but there’s not a single mark on her, and she’s still standing close enough to him to whisper in his ear. If she was really attacked, don’t you think she’d have put some distance between herself and the so-called threat?

 

Two: You pulled your weapons on an unarmed man without asking a single question. No statement, no evidence, nothing. You saw a Black man and decided he was guilty on sight. That’s not policing—that’s profiling.

 

Three: You’re still holding that weapon after I told you to Stand down !  Now, if it’s not holstered this second, I’ll have you up on insubordination charges so fast your head will spin. And trust me, officer, that’s just the beginning of your problems if you don’t get it together right now.”

 

Flair’s voice was calm, dangerously so, but every word carried a weight that could crush stone. He leaned in slightly, his piercing gaze locking onto the officer like a predator sizing up prey. “So, what’s it going to be?”

 

The older cop gritted his teeth but finally holstered his gun. “Damn spook,This isn’t over,” he muttered.

 

Flair stepped closer, his tone razor-sharp. “What did you say?”

 

“Nothing,” the cop mumbled, backing away.

 

Turning to JC, Flair asked, “Captain, are you all right?”

 

JC smirked. “Better than her,” he said, nodding toward the woman.

 

The woman that initiated everything watched her face turning  pale, as the satisfaction began draining away and replaced with a nervous, almost trembling fear as realization hit her. “I-I didn’t know! I didn’t mean—”

 

“Spare me,” Flair snapped, his tone cutting like a blade. “Let me educate you, since ignorance seems to be your specialty. Filing a false police report through 911? That’s not just bad judgment—it’s illegal. Depending on the severity and consequences, it’s a misdemeanor or a felony. Why? Because you’re wasting emergency resources—resources meant to save lives. You’re pulling officers away from real emergencies, endangering the welfare of others. And let’s not forget, your false accusations almost led to the wrongful detention—or worse—of my agent here.”

 

The woman’s indignation flared, her voice rising. “He should have told me who he was ,I was protecting the airport and -

 

Flair cut her off with a dismissive wave. “Yada, yada, yada. Save your little speech for someone who cares. The consequences of your actions? Fines, jail time, and oh, I will personally make sure you’re charged with a felony. Because let’s be honest—this isn’t the first time your inflated sense of entitlement has weaponized the system, is it? But it will be the last time. Count on that.” “You wouldn’t dare ..I’m a upstanding member of my community ,I can’t be arrested ..I know people I have a plane to catch “she began ,  

 

Flair  stepped closer, his voice dropping to a deadly calm. ‘It’s going to be a long time before you see anything resembling a plane again.”

 

authorities Flair  interrupted, signaling to the agents stepping out of the SUVs. “Cuff her.”

 

The agents moved in, snapping handcuffs on her wrists as she began to scream.

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Flairs Fury 

 

Flair turned to the cops, his fury reigniting. “And you two call yourselves law enforcement? 

 

The air was thick with tension as JC stood beside Flair, his expression calm, but his dark eyes sharp as daggers. The two officers—Bowers, older and full of misplaced confidence, and Dukes, young and trembling—faced them, their postures tense. The situation had already escalated past what either officer had prepared for.

 

Flair stood tall, his badge glinting in the sun, his tone cutting as he addressed them. “I’ve often wondered why I don’t see cops at KKK rallies,” he began, his voice carrying an icy calm that made JC smirk faintly. “And then I realized—it’s because they’re there. Under the hoods and robes Or, in your case,” he said, leveling his gaze at Bowers and Dukes, “your hoods and robes  are interchangeable with that uniform.”

 

Bowers, his face reddening, barked, “I resent that!”

 

Flair turned to face him, calmness weaponized, his voice dropping an octave. “Resent what? …Being the butt of a racial term? ….You mean like how you call people like me ‘damn spooks’ behind closed doors?”

 

Bowers froze, the color draining from his face as JC raised an eyebrow, quietly enjoying the unraveling.

 

“Or,” Flair continued, his voice sharper now, “do you resent that your attempt at playing judge, jury, and executioner toward a Black man was thwarted? I’m willing to bet this isn’t your first rodeo. The rookie here”—he gestured toward Dukes—“is still being broken in, but he’s getting the program just fine. Notice not once did he try to stop you.”

 

Dukes shifted nervously, sweat pooling at his temples. “T-that’s not true,” he stammered weakly, but Flair cut him off.

 

“Save it,” Flair snapped. “Let’s talk history, shall we? After Black people were emancipated, white folks like you got scared. Scared of payback. Scared we’d do to you what you did to us. So, Nathan Bedford Forrest started the Ku Klux Klan—a paramilitary terrorist group masquerading as law enforcement. Fast forward to today ,And you haven’t stopped, have you? You just traded white sheets for blue uniforms.”

 

“That’s a lie!” Dukes protested, his voice cracking.

 

 

 

Flair stepped in close, his eyes narrowing to a razor’s edge. His voice was low, calm, and seething with anger. “Explain to me why you racially profiled my agent. Explain why officers like you systematically target, jail, and execute people who look like me. Why Black neighborhoods are policed like war zones while white ones are given the benefit of the doubt. Why Black men are three times more likely to be killed by police than white men, even when unarmed. Go ahead—I’ll wait.”

 

The silence that followed was deafening. JC stood off to the side, arms crossed, watching with a mix of amusement and caution.

 

Finally, Bowers hissed, “Screw you. I been on the job 35 years ,cleaning up these streets making it safer for decent people.I don’t have to listen to you I got rights”..

 

Flair’s lips curled into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Oh, you’ve got rights? That’s rich, coming from someone who was ready to strip Carter here of his right to breathe. But don’t worry. I’m going to show you just how much your ‘rights’ are worth.”

 

Flair pulled out his phone and dialed. The quiet beep of the line connecting seemed louder than a gunshot in the stillness of the airstrip.

 

Dukes, the younger cop, began to panic, his voice rising. “Calm down, rookie,” Bowers muttered, his voice low but filled with venom. “This guy can’t touch us. Call the union rep. We’ll get desk duty for six months, maybe a year. Then we’ll be back out on the street.”

 

Flair’s phone crackled to life. “You’re on speaker,” he said coldly. “Go ahead.”

 

The voice on the other end was recognizable it was their Captain his usually gruff  jovial demeanor replaced ,he was curt and authoritative. “Bowers, Dukes, you are hereby ordered to surrender your guns and badges to Agent Flair immediately…..Effective now, you’re relieved of duty.”

 

Bowers spat on the ground. “No. Come and get it.”

 

Flair didn’t flinch. He stepped closer, his voice low but cutting. “I suggest you take a good look at your situation.”

 

Bowers turned slowly and froze. Four federal agents had their weapons trained on him, their stances steady, their faces cold.

 

The older officer swallowed hard, sweat now dripping down his temple. Flair stepped even closer, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “Not a pleasant feeling, is it? Having a gun pointed at you. Knowing your life isn’t in your own hands anymore.”

 

Flair reached out and yanked the badge from Bowers’s chest, his movements deliberate. “You don’t deserve this,” he said, tossing it aside. He then relieved him of his gun, snapping it into the holster at his side.

 

Flair turned to Dukes, who looked ready to collapse. “You’re up, rookie. Don’t make me ask twice.”

 

Hands trembling, Dukes unpinned his badge and handed over his weapon, his head hanging low.

 

Flair stepped back, his voice echoing across the tarmac. “You’re both under arrest. You will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. No pension, no second chances. And after today, the only job you’ll find will be flipping burgers in a fast-food joint.”

 

JC stepped forward, shaking his head. “Told you guys. You messed up bad.”

 

As the agents cuffed the two officers, Bowers hissed, “This isn’t over.”

 

Flair smirked, his calm demeanor finally breaking into a steely glare. “What you did to us ..will be done to you”

 

The two disgraced cops were hauled off, their protests fading into the distance. Flair turned to JC, who raised an eyebrow.

 

“Well, Captain I’m sorry you saw that “Flair chuckled dryly. “And it’s not even 9 AM.”

 

—Johnny story 

 

The hum of the SUV’s engine filled the tense silence as JC leaned back in his seat, staring out the window. After a moment, he turned to Flair, his voice calm but probing.

 

“Care to explain what just happened back there?” JC asked, raising an eyebrow. “You actually lost it. That’s not like you.”

 

Flair kept his gaze fixed on the road ahead, his jaw tightening. “You really want to know, Captain?”

 

“Yeah,” JC said, his tone steady. “I do.”

 

Flair exhaled sharply, his usual calm demeanor cracking just slightly. “After my father was killed by the dogmen, I spent a few summers in L.A. with my aunt ,uncle and my older cousin, Johnny. I looked up to him. Wanted to be like him. He was smart, a natural leader. Quarterback of his high school football team, taking them to state championships. He had a promising future.”

 

JC tilted his head, sensing the shift in Flair’s voice. “Had?”

 

Flair nodded, his tone darkening. “Yeah. Had.” He glanced at JC briefly before continuing, his voice quieter now. “One evening, we were walking home after playing basketball at the park. I was trying to practice my crossover, but I messed up, and the ball slipped out of my hands. It rolled under a parked car. No damage, nothing serious. But the car’s owner, this white woman, came out screaming. She accused me of denting her car.”

 

JC sat up a little straighter, already anticipating where the story was headed.

 

“Johnny stepped up,” Flair said, his tone soft but full of bitterness. “He told her there was no damage and that she needed to calm down. He was calm, polite—he thought that’d be enough. He thought reason would win out.” Flair’s hands tightened into fists on his lap.

 

“And?” JC prompted.

 

“And she didn’t care,” Flair said bitterly. “She started screaming at us, saying we were trying to vandalize her car. She said we weren’t going anywhere until the police came. Johnny told me not to worry. He thought, ‘Cops will see there’s no damage, no problem.’”

 

Flair’s voice dropped. “But when those cops showed up, they didn’t come to talk. They came out with their guns drawn, yelling at us to get on the ground. Johnny told me to get down. I did, but he kept trying to reason with them. Then the woman started yelling that we tried to rob her.”

 

JC’s jaw tightened, his fists clenched in silent understanding.

 

“When they went to cuff Johnny,” Flair continued, his voice breaking slightly, “he tripped. When they picked him up, he stumbled into one of the cops—it was an accident. But they didn’t care. They shouted that he was going for his gun, threw him to the ground, and shot him.”

 

JC blinked, his throat tightening. “How many times?”

 

“Six,” Flair said flatly. “They shot him six times in the back, right there in the street.” He paused, his hands trembling slightly before he steadied them. “I watched them kill my cousin, Captain. For nothing. And all because that woman decided to weaponize the police.”

 

Silence fell in the SUV, heavy and suffocating. JC shifted in his seat, his voice low. “Flair, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

 

Flair shook his head, his tone sharp again. “That’s why I do what I do. Every cop who abuses their authority, every person who tries to use the police like a weapon—I make it my mission to take them down. They don’t get to walk away clean after what happened to Johnny.”

 

The weight of the moment lingered until Flair suddenly cleared his throat, regaining his composure. He turned to JC, his voice lighter, but his eyes still hard. “By the way, Captain, did you get Agent Winters her ring yet?”

 

JC smirked, leaning back in his seat. “Not yet.”

 

Flair raised an eyebrow. “Well, then, since you managed to avoid dying out there today, I suggest we take care of that ring. You may have dodged death once, but you’re not going to dodge it at home if you don’t make good on that promise.”

 

JC chuckled, shaking his head. “Fair point. Let’s get the ring.”

 

 

 

 

 Chapter 3

 

 A Moment of Reflection and Purpose

 

Nicole sat quietly, her gaze fixed on the engagement ring that adorned her finger. The weight of its symbolism filled her with a deep sense of joy. I’m getting married, she thought, the words sinking in with a happiness that felt both surreal and undeniable. It sparkled in the soft light, big and shiny, just like her dreams of this moment.

 

It had been a week since JC returned from his mission with Remy  and, as promised, slipped the ring onto her finger. That’s what she loved most about him—his word was his bond. No matter how daunting or improbable, JC always delivered. He has a way of making the impossible come true, she thought with a smile, her heart swelling with admiration.

 

Standing in front of the mirror, Nicole smoothed a hand over her freshly styled bob. Her braids were gone now, her long, silky hair cut to just into a bob. It was a sharp, sleek look, one she’d noticed had become a favorite among Black women online—and, as the surveys said, a style Black men seemed to adore. But more importantly, it made her feel fresh, confident, and ready for whatever came next.

 

She dressed quickly and headed downstairs to the safe house’s dining area. The faint sound of JC’s voice drifted through the hall, but when she entered the room, she realized it wasn’t him speaking—it was Oak, perfectly mimicking JC’s tone.

 

JC, her mother Linda, and Oak were seated on the floor, working on Oak’s recognition of certain words. Flashcards with big, bold letters lay scattered across the floor, and Oak’s deep, rumbling voice repeated the words JC showed him.

 

“Hot,” Oak said, mimicking JC’s cadence with eerie accuracy.

 

“Cold,” he added, then switched to Linda’s voice, “Come here.”

 

Nicole chuckled, amazed again at Oak’s abilities. He grinned and pointed to his cheek, signaling for the kiss Nicole always gave him. She leaned down and kissed him after greeting her mother and JC with the same affection.

 

JC handed her a steaming coffee mug, his dark eyes locking with hers for a moment. “Morning,” he said softly, a small smile playing on his lips.

 

“Morning,” she replied, settling into her seat.

 

She glanced at the paper on the table, scanning the headlines absentmindedly until JC slid a thin folder across to her. “Flair wants us to look at this,” he said, his tone shifting to one of quiet seriousness.

 

Nicole raised an eyebrow, setting the mug down. She opened the folder and scanned its contents: grisly photos of mutilated victims, eerie symbols carved into trees, and notes about local legends tied to the Wendigo.

 

“Ohio,” JC added, his voice low. “Looks like it’s getting worse.”

 

Nicole closed the folder slowly, her mind already shifting gears. The joy of the morning lingered, but the reality of their mission loomed over it. She glanced at Oak, who now muttered, “what’s up doc ,” in bugs bunny’s  voice, his brow furrowed in concentration.

 

With a deep breath, Nicole placed her hand over JC’s. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”  

 

Nicole opened the folder again as JC poured another cup of coffee. She flipped to the last page, her brow furrowing as she scanned the text.

 

“What is it?” JC asked, sitting back down.

 

“Flair added this note—seems like they just got this report,” she said, reading aloud. “‘Victim: Blake Stryker, age 27. Found unconscious and injured on the road a quarter mile from the town of Cedar Hollow, near the Appalachian foothills.’”

 

JC raised an eyebrow. “Blake Stryker? Why does that name sound familiar?”

 

Nicole turned the folder to show him the grainy photo of the victim. It was a young man, his face pale and scraped up, wearing what looked like tactical gear designed for show rather than function.

 

“He’s one of those YouTube cryptid hosts,” Nicole explained. “You know, the ones who make videos about hunting Bigfoot or chasing werewolves, all for clicks and subscribers.”

 

JC groaned. “Great. So, we’ve got an internet clown stirring up trouble? What happened to him?”

 

Nicole flipped through the report. “According to the local authorities, he and his crew were in the woods pretending to hunt the Wendigo. They were filming at night for some dramatic footage. He says the Wendigo nearly ate him, but his crew is nowhere to be found. They found him wandering out of the woods, covered in blood that wasn’t his. He collapsed a quarter mile from town.”

 

JC’s expression darkened. “Blood that wasn’t his? What about his crew?”

 

Nicole shook her head. “No sign of them. The cops are still searching the area. Blake was too hysterical to give them a clear story.”

 

Linda, listening quietly, chimed in. “Did they check the blood? Could it be animal?”

 

Nicole scanned the report again. “Lab results are pending, but it’s unlikely. The sheriff said it looked like…” She paused, her voice dropping. “Human blood.”

 

JC said  according to legend a Wendigo is a  cannibalistic spirit born from greed or desperation, driven by insatiable hunger..” You don’t think he ate his camera crew? Nicole asked ….”I don’t know “,JC replied 

 

JC sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Flair’s really throwing us into the deep end this time. What else does the report say about Blake?”

 

Nicole flipped to the next page. “He said it started as a joke—he and his crew thought they could get some spooky footage and boost their subscriber count. They set up camp near an abandoned ranger station and started filming. Around midnight, they heard something moving outside the camp. Blake claims they saw glowing eyes in the trees, but the crew laughed it off, thinking it was an animal.”

 

Nicole’s voice grew quieter as she continued. “Then… something attacked. Blake says it came out of nowhere, big and fast, and started ripping through the camp. He doesn’t remember much after that—just running and screaming. He says the creature chased him but stopped short of killing him.”

 

JC leaned forward, his voice low. “Stopped short? Why?”

 

Nicole glanced at JC. “He said… it stared at him, like it was deciding. Then it growled and disappeared into the trees.”

 

JC let out a breath, his jaw tightening. “Whatever this thing is, it’s not acting like a hungry predator “

 

Nicole nodded. “And it’s escalating. If Blake’s story is true, it’s not just hunting—it’s sending a message. And if his crew is still out there…”

 

JC stood, his expression resolute. “Then we’re running out of time.”

 

Nicole stood too, closing the folder and tucking it under her arm. “Let’s move. If Blake survived, we need to talk to him. He might be the key to figuring this out.”

 

The team grabbed their gear and headed for the RV  the weight of their mission settling over them. As they drove toward Cedar Hollow.

 

The eight-wheel Mercedes Benz Overlander RV rumbled down the highway, leaving San Antonio behind as the sun dipped low on the horizon. The drive to Cedar Hollow would take about seven and a half hours, cutting through quiet stretches of road, sleepy towns, and long, darkened patches of forest. Inside the RV, the team was immersed in an unspoken rhythm, each person lost in their own thoughts while the journey pressed on.

 

JC sat in the passenger seat, his eyes fixed on the road ahead, scanning every shadow as if they might spring to life. Nicole was at the wheel, her hands steady, her face calm. The faint strains of classical music floated from the speakers, a serene counterpoint to the tension hanging in the air.

 

JC leaned back, breaking the silence. “You always listen to this when we’re on a mission?”

 

Nicole smirked, her eyes never leaving the road. “What? You don’t like a little Mozart while we’re hunting cryptids?”

 

“It’s fine,” JC said with a shrug. “Just didn’t peg you for a classical type.”

 

Nicole glanced at him, a sly smile playing on her lips. “Well, stick around. My playlist gets more interesting.”

 

True to her word, an hour later, the soft elegance of Mozart transitioned to the steady, soulful beats of old-school hip hop. The RV seemed to settle into the rhythm of the music, the tires humming along the pavement in time with the bass. JC couldn’t help but nod his head slightly, a faint smile breaking his usual stoic demeanor.

 

“You really got everything in here, don’t you?” JC asked.

 

Nicole chuckled. “Balance, JC. You can’t ride into a potential Wendigo hunt stressed out. A little music helps set the mood.”

 

By the time they hit the midway point of the drive, the playlist had shifted again—this time to jazz, smooth and haunting, filling the RV like a warm haze. Nicole’s voice cut through as she adjusted the volume. “You’re welcome to take over DJ duties, you know.”

 

JC shook his head. “Nah, you’re doing fine. Besides, I’ll save my picks for when we’re not driving toward something that eats people.”

 

The hours ticked by, the atmosphere inside the RV alternating between moments of comfortable silence and casual banter. The music shifted again to a mix of modern beats and driving rhythms, each track echoing the growing sense of urgency that filled the air.

 

As they approached Cedar Hollow, the mood grew heavier. Nicole turned the music down, her focus sharpening as they entered the outskirts of the small town. It was just after 6:30 a.m., the early morning light casting long shadows over the brick facades and rusted signs lining the narrow streets. The town seemed frozen in time, every window hiding a pair of eyes that peeked out only to vanish again.

 

“You feel that?” JC muttered, leaning forward in his seat, his gaze scanning the empty sidewalks.

 

Nicole nodded, her knuckles tightening on the wheel. “Like the air’s holding its breath. These people are terrified.”

 

The RV rolled to a stop outside the police station, its massive frame dwarfing the squat, weathered building. Flair stood at the entrance, his stance stiff, his expression unreadable as the team stepped out. The oppressive silence of the town seemed to press in on them, a weight they couldn’t shake.

 

“Glad you made it,” Flair said, his voice low and measured. “We’ve got a mess. Sheriff’s inside. Let’s go.”

 

The air inside the station was thick, carrying the tension of a community on edge. Sheriff Marlow stood behind the front desk, his sharp features drawn tight, his eyes narrowing at the sight of the team. He looked like a man carrying the weight of an entire town on his shoulders.

 

“You’re the feds?” he asked, his voice gruff.

 

JC stepped forward, his tone calm but firm. “We’re here to help.”

 

Marlow snorted. “Help? What am I supposed to tell these people? That some idiot kid went into the woods chasing monsters, and now we’ve got a body torn to shreds and him covered in blood? That’s not gonna calm anyone down.”

 

Nicole stepped in. “Where’s the body?”

 

Marlow sighed heavily and gestured toward the back. “Morgue’s downstairs. I’ll show you.”the morgue was dimly lit and cold, the faint hum of fluorescent lights filling the space. Marlow led them to a metal table in the center of the room, where a body lay beneath a white sheet. The air smelled faintly of antiseptic, and the silence was heavy.

 

Marlow hesitated before pulling the sheet back, revealing the mangled remains of Ryan, one of Blake’s crew. The team leaned in, their eyes scanning the body.

 

Nicole frowned, pointing to the wounds. “These aren’t animal injuries. Look at the claw marks—they’re rough, inconsistent, like fingernails digging in. And the bite marks…” She trailed off, her expression grim. “They’re human. Bigger, more jagged, but definitely human.”

 

Marlow looked skeptical. “So you’re saying some lunatic went after this kid and his crew?”

 

JC’s expression darkened. “We’re saying this was done by someone—or something—that isn’t acting like an ordinary predator.”

 

Nicole exchanged a glance with JC. 

 

JC’s expression darkened. “You’re saying it was done by a person?”

 

Nicole nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

 

Marlow looked uneasy, shifting his weight. “So what does that mean? Some psycho out in the woods dressed as Bigfoot?”

 

JC didn’t answer, his mind already turning as he exchanged a glance with Nicole.

‘Where are you holding Stryker?”,JC asked .Marlow sighed, motioning toward upstairs —Blake Stryker sat slumped on the bench in his holding cell, his pale face streaked with dirt and blood. His clothes were torn, and his hands trembled as he stared at the floor. When JC and Nicole approached, his eyes darted up, wide with fear.

 

“You’re here to blame me, aren’t you?” Blake muttered, his voice shaking. “You think I killed them.”

 

Nicole stepped closer, her tone calm. “We’re not here to accuse you. We’re here to find out what happened. Start from the beginning.”

 

Blake exhaled shakily, his voice trembling. “It was supposed to be a joke. We were filming, pretending to hunt the Wendigo. Then… things got weird. It got dark, and we started hearing noises.”

 

“What kind of noises?” JC asked, his tone steady.

 

Blake’s gaze flicked toward the corner of the cell, as if the shadows might come alive. “Growling. Deep, low… like it was circling us. Then… whispers.”

 

Nicole’s brow furrowed. “Whispers? From where?”

 

Blake swallowed hard. “Everywhere. Different directions. And they were saying something… ‘Eat them.’ Over and over.”

 

JC exchanged a glance with Nicole. “What happened next?”

 

Blake’s voice grew more frantic. “Then we saw it. Big, hairy, with antlers and glowing eyes. It just stood there for a second, then it lunged at Ryan. He screamed, and I heard the others yelling, I just ran.”

 

His hands trembled violently. “I fell into a ditch, hit my head or something. When I woke up… I was covered in blood. And the whispers—they were still there. Louder.”

 

Nicole’s voice softened. “And then?”

 

Blake’s eyes filled with tears. “I saw it again. The thing. It was standing there, watching me. Growling—-. I ran as fast as I could. Didn’t stop until I hit the road. Then… I passed out.”

 

JC stood back, his jaw tight. “You heard your crew being attacked?”

 

Blake nodded, his face pale. “Yeah. I think they’re all dead.”

 

Nicole turned to Marlow. “We need to see that campsite.”

 

Marlow nodded reluctantly. “I’ll take you there. But I don’t like any of this.”

 

—The Campsite

 

Sheriff Marlow emerged from his office, his gun belt strapped tight and a shotgun slung over his shoulder. His face was grim as he checked his ammo one last time before looking at JC, Flair, and Nicole. “The campsite’s a mile and a half down this road and about a hundred yards into the brush. You can follow me in that monstrosity you call a vehicle,” he said, motioning to the RV. A faint smirk tugged at his lips. “Whoo wee, I didn’t know Mercedes made tanks. Figured they’d have learned their lesson about building war machines after we kicked their asses in W.W. II.”

 

JC  raised an eyebrow. “Tanks don’t come this stylish, Sheriff.”

 

Marlow snorted as he climbed into his brown and tan squad car. JC, Nicole, and Flair returned to the RV, where Nicole sat close to Oak, her hand absently resting near his massive arm. Despite the tension that lingered in the air, Oak remained calm, his golden eyes watching the passing trees through the window.

 

Ten minutes later, they arrived at the designated site, the forest eerily quiet, save for the faint rustling of leaves in the breeze. Yellow caution tape stretched between the trees, marking the area where the campsite had been discovered. The ground beneath their feet was churned and uneven, the signs of a struggle visible even at first glance.

 

JC climbed out of the Overlander RV, his boots crunching on the disturbed ground. He glanced at Nicole, who stood just behind him, her hand resting on Oak’s massive forearm. “You and Oak stay in the RV,” he said firmly. “Monitor the communications and keep an eye on the infrared.”

 

Nicole frowned but nodded reluctantly. “Something about this place feels wrong, JC. Be careful.”

 

JC gave her a brief nod, his expression unreadable, and turned toward Rick Flair, who stood at the edge of the RV, fiddling with a headband camera. Flair hesitated, adjusting the strap on his gear. “Do you really need me out there? I’m usually better at, you know, not being in the middle of the nightmare.”

 

“You’re coming,” JC said flatly. “I need you to work with the sheriff while I figure out what’s going on. Just stay close and don’t touch anything unless I say so.”

 

Flair sighed, his reluctance evident. “Alright, but you’re buying me the good whiskey after this. None of that bottom-shelf garbage.” He patted his pocket and muttered, “Got my lighter at least. Guess I’m prepared to take up smoking after today.”

 

The sheriff waved them over, his face tight with unease. Together, the three men ducked under the caution tape and moved into the clearing.

 

The campsite was a picture of chaos. A shredded tent flapped weakly in the breeze, its fabric hanging in jagged strips. Backpacks and cooking supplies were scattered across the ground, and a smashed camera lay half-buried in the dirt, its lens glinting faintly in the sunlight. Blood streaks painted the earth, the patterns erratic and leading toward the dense woods.

 

JC crouched beside a dark patch of soil, his sharp eyes scanning the disturbed ground. “Boot prints,” he murmured, running his hand over the tracks. “Five  distinct pairs.”

 

Sheriff Marlow knelt beside him, his brow furrowed. “What’s strange about that?”

 

JC stood, following the tracks with his gaze. “No animal tracks. No sign of anything but these prints. Whatever happened here, it wasn’t a predator attack. It started and ended right here.”

 

Flair moved cautiously around the scene, his eyes sweeping over the wreckage. He stopped near a tree with long, splintered gouges along its bark and picked up a branch lying at its base. He turned it over, revealing blood smeared across the wood along with tufts of dark hair. “Someone put up a hell of a fight.”

 

JC took the branch, examining it closely. “This wasn’t random. Whoever attacked them… they knew what they were doing.”

 

Nicole’s voice crackled through the comms. “JC, I’m seeing something on the infrared—drag marks. They lead north, about fifty yards.”

 

JC motioned for the others to follow. They pushed through the underbrush, the forest growing darker as the canopy above thickened. The air was heavy, damp, and tinged with an acrid metallic scent. Finally, they reached a shallow ditch. JC held up a hand, signaling them to stop.

 

The scene before them was nightmarish. Blood pooled in the dirt, soaking into the earth, while the remains of the camera crew lay in grotesque disarray. Headless torsos sprawled at odd angles, their limbs twisted unnaturally. Arms and legs were gnawed down to the bone, the flesh torn away in jagged chunks. The smell of copper and decay filled the air.

 

Flair’s face turned pale as he whispered, “What in the hell…”

 

JC crouched, his jaw tight, as he scanned the ground for clues. He spotted a scrap of fabric caught on a low branch, torn and soaked in blood. Holding it up, he said, “This matches Blake’s shirt.”

 

Nicole’s voice came through again, tension evident even through the comms. “JC… the bite marks. They’re human.”

 

JC’s gaze hardened, and he tossed the fabric to Flair. “Blake lied.”

 

Sheriff Marlow’s hand hovered near his pistol as he stepped closer. “You’re saying he killed them? And… ate them?”

 

JC stood, his expression unreadable. “Not just killed. Look at the way the bodies are torn apart. This wasn’t desperation. It was deliberate.”

 

Marlow’s face paled. “What kind of person does this?”

 

“A person who’s not fully human anymore,” JC replied. “You ever hear of the Wendigo?”

 

Marlow gave him a skeptical look. “The old stories? You think this is one of those?”

 

JC crossed his arms, his voice calm but firm. “Swift Runner. Cree trapper. Killed and ate his whole family in the late 1800s. They said he had food but claimed he was possessed by a Wendigo spirit. It’s not just a story to the people who believe it. When they turn, they’re not themselves anymore.”

 

Flair glanced uneasily at the blood-soaked ground. “So what? You think Blake’s infected? That he’s turning?”

 

Nicole’s voice cut through, steady but grim. “If he is, we’ve got a bigger problem. Because if Blake’s infected, that thing is still out there, and it’s not done.”

 

JC turned toward the sheriff. “We need to go back to Blake. Now.”

 

As they made their way out of the woods, the weight of what they’d discovered pressed heavily on them. Whatever had happened at the campsite, it wasn’t over. The truth, however horrifying, was still out there, waiting for them in the shadows.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

The MRI 

 

  Sheriff Marlow, JC, Nicole, and Flair stood outside the station, the cold night air biting at their faces. The weight of their discovery in the woods hung over them, unspoken but palpable. Sheriff Marlow shifted uneasily, lighting a cigarette with shaky hands. “So, what do we do if Blake’s story doesn’t line up with what we found out there?” he asked, his voice low.

 

Nicole crossed her arms, her expression tense but composed. “We get him to submit to an MRI. If he’s innocent, his stomach will be clean. If not…” She let the words hang in the air, unwilling to say the rest.

 

JC nodded, his face hard as stone. “If the MRI shows anything—human remains—we’ll know what we’re dealing with. And if he is turning, there’s only one way to handle it.” He looked directly at Marlow. “We cut off his head.”

 

Marlow froze, the cigarette halfway to his lips. “Jesus Christ, Carter. That’s… extreme.”

 

“It’s survival,” JC said coldly. “You want him locked up in your cells, Sheriff? With deputies, prisoners, and half the town coming through here? You don’t want to know what happens when a Wendigo gets hungry. It’ll be an all-you-can-eat buffet.”

 

Marlow swallowed hard, flicking ash from his cigarette. “Alright. Let’s talk to him. But if this goes sideways, Carter, it’s on you.”

 

They moved inside, the fluorescent lights of the station buzzing faintly overhead. Blake sat in the holding cell, his bloodstained clothes stiff and his face pale. His hands trembled as he looked up at the group approaching. He knew they weren’t there to let him go.

 

In the interrogation room, JC sat alone with Blake while the others watched through the two-way mirror. Nicole stood closest, her sharp eyes fixed on every movement Blake made, studying his body language. Flair leaned against the wall, arms crossed, while Marlow stared through the glass with a grim expression, his hand resting on the butt of his holstered pistol.

 

JC leaned back in the chair, his calm, unwavering gaze locked on Blake. “We were at the campsite,” he said evenly.

 

Blake’s eyes darted nervously to the mirror, his voice trembling. “What… what did you find?”

 

JC leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “Everything points to a struggle. And we found your crew.” He paused, his voice growing colder. “In a ditch. Half-eaten.”

 

Blake’s face turned ashen, and his hands gripped the edge of the table tightly. “No,” he whispered. “No, no, no…”

 

JC leaned in closer, his voice low but sharp. “Why did you do it, Blake?”

 

Blake’s head shot up, panic flooding his eyes. “I didn’t do it!” he shouted, his voice breaking. “I was running for my life! There was a creature—antlers, eyes like fire—it attacked us!”

 

JC’s expression didn’t change. “There were no animal prints. Not a single one. Just boots. So, I’ll ask you again. Why did you do it?”

 

Blake’s breathing came in short gasps, and his hands trembled violently. “I swear, I didn’t! I didn’t kill them! That thing—it came out of nowhere! I barely got away!”

 

JC studied him for a moment, then leaned back, his tone icy. “Do you know how to stop a Wendigo, Blake?”

 

Blake shook his head, his face a mask of fear. “No,” he whispered.

 

JC motioned with his right hand, his voice steady. “We cut off the head.”

 

Blake’s eyes widened in sheer terror as JC continued, his voice dark. “And in this town, capital punishment is capital punishment. If you’re a Wendigo, there’s only one way this ends.”

 

Blake broke down, tears streaming down his face as he sobbed uncontrollably. “I didn’t do it!” he wailed. “I swear to God, I didn’t! Please, you have to believe me!”

 

JC watched him silently for a long moment before leaning forward again. “Alright. Let’s go to the hospital and get an MRI. If your stomach’s clean, then you’re not a Wendigo.”

 

Blake looked up, his tear-streaked face filled with desperation. “And if it’s not?”

 

JC’s jaw tightened. “Then we do what has to be done.”

 

Blake slumped forward, his head in his hands. After a moment, he nodded weakly. “Fine. Do it. I’ll take the MRI.”

 

 

JC stood and exited the room, his face unreadable. Outside, Nicole turned to him immediately. “He’s not lying,” she said firmly.

 

JC raised an eyebrow. “You sure about that?”

 

Nicole nodded. “I’ve been watching him closely. His body language, his tone, the way he’s reacting—it’s all consistent with someone under extreme stress but being honest. He’s hitting every telltale sign of truthfulness.”

 

Flair shrugged. “Well, at least we’ve got his consent. Let’s get him to the hospital and see what the scan shows.”

 

Marlow exhaled deeply, rubbing his temples. “I’ll call ahead, let them know we’re coming. Let’s just hope this doesn’t turn into something we can’t control.”

 

JC glanced back at the interrogation room, where Blake sat trembling, his head buried in his hands. “Let’s move. One way or another, we’re getting answers.”

 

…..Blake was led into the hospital, his hands cuffed in front of him, flanked on all sides by the grim-faced team. JC and Sheriff Marlow walked close on one side, their presence a wall of unspoken authority, while Nicole and Flair moved silently on the other, their eyes constantly scanning the room as though danger might erupt at any moment. Blake’s steps faltered as they approached the MRI suite, the fluorescent lights overhead casting harsh, sterile shadows on the tiled floor.

 

“Just a quick procedure,” JC said, his voice steady, though his eyes remained locked on Blake. “Once it’s done, we’ll know the truth.”

 

Blake nodded quickly, his breaths shallow. “I just want this over with,” he mumbled.

 

Nicole, walking just behind JC, leaned closer to whisper, “He’s anxious, but that’s normal. He’s desperate to prove his innocence. He thinks this is his way out.”

 

JC didn’t respond. His focus remained on Blake, watching his every movement as they reached the MRI room. Sheriff Marlow pushed the door open, leading them inside. The room was cold and clinical, the hum of machines filling the otherwise oppressive silence. The technician, a young man with nervous eyes, looked up sharply as the group entered. His gaze lingered on Blake’s handcuffs and the dried blood still crusted on his shirt.

 

Sheriff Marlow stepped forward, his voice low and commanding. “We’re taking off the cuffs so he can lie 

 

down for the scan. But let me be clear, Blake—if you so much as twitch the wrong way, JC here will make sure this is your last stop. Understood?”

 

Blake raised his bound hands slightly, his voice trembling. “I don’t want any trouble. I just want to prove I didn’t do it.”

 

The sheriff nodded to the tech, who hesitated briefly before motioning Blake to the table. The cuffs clicked open, and Blake rubbed his wrists as he moved slowly to lie down on the hard surface of the MRI bed. He turned his head slightly, his wide eyes locking onto JC’s. “You’ll see. I didn’t kill them. You’ll see.”

 

JC said nothing, his gaze cold and unyielding as the machine whirred to life.

 

The team stepped into the observation room, where the first black-and-white images began to appear on the monitor. Nicole and Flair leaned in, their eyes scanning every detail of the grainy cross-sections. The rhythmic hum of the MRI filled the silence, amplifying the tension in the air.

 

Flair’s face remained impassive, but his fingers tapped restlessly on the counter. “Come on,” he muttered under his breath. Nicole ignored him, her sharp eyes darting between the images as they slowly revealed the contents of Blake’s stomach.

 

The seconds dragged like hours.

 

Finally, Flair exhaled and leaned back, breaking the suffocating silence. “He’s clean,” he said, his voice cutting through the tension. “No human DNA. No signs of ingestion. Blake hasn’t eaten anything… unnatural.”

 

Nicole released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, but her relief was tempered by unease. “No Wendigo infection,” she said softly, her words careful.

 

JC, standing with his arms crossed, didn’t move. His expression remained carved from stone. “No infection,” he said, his voice low and deliberate. “But that doesn’t clear him of the murders.”

 

Sheriff Marlow, who had been silent until now, shook his head slowly. “Damn right it doesn’t. He was covered in human blood. His shirt was at the scene. Infection or not, we’ve got evidence putting him at the center of that carnage.”

 

In the MRI room, Blake sat up slowly, his face pale but tinged with relief. As the tech re-cuffed him, he looked toward the observation window, his voice shaking but firm. “I told you I didn’t kill them. I told you.”

 

 

The group stepped back into the room, the sharp click of the cuffs echoing against the tile floor. Blake turned his pleading eyes to JC, his voice trembling. “So, now you believe me, right? You believe I didn’t do it?”

 

JC didn’t answer immediately. He stared at Blake for a long moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Then, his voice broke the silence, calm but cold. “This doesn’t get you off the hook. It just means you didn’t eat them. It doesn’t explain why you were covered in their blood or why your shirt was found near the bodies.”

 

Blake stiffened, his relief evaporating in an instant. “What more do you want from me?” he cried, his voice cracking. “I told you the truth! I was running for my life! That… thing… it killed them, not me!”

 

JC stepped closer, his presence looming. “Then show us. We’re going back to the site. We’re going to recreate the scene, and you’re going to walk us through exactly what happened.”

 

Blake’s face went pale as his body shook visibly. “No,” he whispered. “No way. I’m not going back there. What if it’s still out there? What if it finds us?”

 

JC’s voice dropped lower, an edge of menace creeping in. “If it’s still out there, we’ll deal with it. But if you want us to believe you, you’re coming. There’s no other way.”

 

Blake’s eyes darted frantically between JC, Nicole, and Marlow. His lips quivered as he stammered, “You… you don’t understand. You didn’t see it. You didn’t hear it.”

 

Nicole stepped forward, her tone calm but firm. “We’re going. Whether you come willingly or not is up to you.”

 

Blake stared at her, his fear palpable. Finally, with a shaky breath, he nodded. “Alright. But if it shows up again… I’m not staying. I’m running.”

 

JC turned to the others. “Let’s gear up. We leave now.”

 

The group moved as one, their steps heavy with the weight of what lay ahead,As they exited the hospital.

 

Blake sat silently in the corner of his cell, his hands cuffed in front of him, staring at the cold concrete floor. His freshly washed face and damp hair did little to mask the exhaustion etched into his features. The jail was quiet, save for the muffled voices coming from the adjacent office where Flair, Nicole, and Sheriff Marlow debated the logistics of his shower and meal. Despite the simple comforts, tension clung to the air like a storm waiting to break.

 

Flair leaned against the desk, his arms crossed, his sharp eyes on the sheriff. “Look, I know this seems small, but letting him eat and clean up was the right call. If he’s comfortable, he might be more willing to cooperate when we get back out there. But we can’t compromise the chain of evidence with those clothes. They’re a key piece.”

 

The sheriff nodded, though his face was tight with concern. “The clothes are bagged and secured. Whatever’s on them will hold up in court if it comes to that. But let’s not act like we’ve got all the time in the world. If the sun sets and we’re still standing around here, there’s no way he’ll go willingly.”

 

Nicole glanced at the clock on the wall. “He’s not the only one. I’ve seen what the woods look like after dark in places like this. If we’re going, we go now. No delays.”

 

Meanwhile, JC had left the group, stepping outside into the crisp afternoon air. He moved with purpose, heading toward the Overlander RV parked at the edge of the lot. Inside, Oak sat calmly, his massive frame taking up nearly the entire rear compartment. The young Bigfoot’s dark eyes followed JC’s movements as he climbed inside.

 

JC sat across from him, studying the cryptid with a quiet intensity. “You’re awfully calm, Oak,” he said after a moment. “Not like you to sit this one out without a reaction. You sure you’re okay?”

 

Oak tilted his head slightly, emitting a low, guttural rumble in response. It wasn’t an answer so much as an acknowledgment, but JC didn’t press further. “Alright,” JC said, leaning back. “Just don’t shut down on me. I might need you out there before this is over.”

 

He lingered for a moment longer, watching Oak, before stepping back out of the RV and rejoining the others. As he approached the office, Nicole stepped into the hallway to meet him. “Blake’s ready,” she said quietly. “As ready as he’ll ever be.”

 

JC glanced at his watch. The glowing digits read 3:50 PM. The shadows outside had started to stretch long and thin, the first sign of the encroaching evening. He nodded grimly, walking past Nicole and into the holding area.

 

Blake sat on the edge of the cot, his clean clothes a stark contrast to the bloodied ones he’d worn earlier. He looked up at JC, his eyes hollow but tinged with apprehension.

 

“It’s time,” JC said firmly, his voice leaving no room for argument. “We need to go back to the site.”

 

Blake flinched slightly, his fear evident, but he didn’t protest. “You… you really think we’ll find something else?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

 

JC checked his watch again and gave a curt nod. “If we’re going to figure out what’s going on, it starts there. And you want answers just as much as we do.”

 

Blake hesitated, his hands fidgeting in his lap, before nodding slowly. “Alright. I’ll go. But I’m not staying if something happens.”

 

“Fair enough,” JC replied, motioning toward the door. “You’ll ride in the back of the sheriff’s car. Let’s move. The clock’s ticking, and you don’t want to be out there when it gets dark.”

 

Blake stood shakily, his steps reluctant but resolute as he followed JC out of the holding area. Outside, the sunlight was already dimming, and the woods in the distance loomed like a dark promise. The sheriff’s car waited, its engine idling softly. JC opened the back door, motioning for Blake to get in.

 

As Blake slid into the back seat, he glanced nervously at the surrounding trees. JC leaned in, his voice steady but firm. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this. But you need to stay calm and stick with us. If there’s anything you haven’t told us, now’s the time.”

 

Blake swallowed hard, his fingers gripping the edge of the seat. “I told you everything I know. I just… I don’t want to see it again.”

 

JC gave a faint nod and shut the door. Turning to Nicole and Flair, who stood nearby, he said, “Let’s go. Time’s not on our side.”

 

As the group climbed into their vehicles and the sheriff’s car pulled out of the lot, the last rays of sunlight began to fade, leaving the horizon painted in deepening shades of gold and purple. The woods awaited them, shrouded in silence and shadow, holding secrets they couldn’t yet begin to comprehend.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Back to the site 

 

The Overlander RV crawled to a stop near the trail, its headlights cutting through the dense forest as the group prepared to venture back into the woods. Inside, Blake sat pale and trembling, his hands shaking as he held a thermos of coffee that Nicole had handed him. He glanced nervously at JC and Nicole, his eyes darting toward the dark trees.

 

“I don’t know if I can do this,” he muttered.

 

JC, strapping his gear in place, gave him a sharp look. “You’re the only one who knows what happened, Blake. If you want to prove you didn’t kill your crew, we need to see it through.”

 

Nicole’s tone was softer but no less firm. “We’ll be right here with you. Just walk us through what happened.”

 

Blake nodded reluctantly, swallowing hard before stepping out of the RV. JC and Nicole followed, the oppressive weight of the forest pressing down on them. The air was heavy, and every sound—from the crunch of their boots on the dirt to the distant rustle of leaves—felt amplified.

 

Blake led them toward the ditch where the bodies of his crew had been found. He moved hesitantly, his breath quickening as they approached the clearing. “This… this is where it started,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

 

JC scanned the area, noting the stillness of the trees and the faint smell of decay lingering in the air. “Go on,” he urged.

 

Blake hesitated, looking around as if expecting something to leap out of the shadows. “We were setting up here. Ryan was over there with the camera. I was holding the boom mic. Then…” His voice trailed off, and his eyes widened as he pointed toward the tree line.

 

JC and Nicole followed his gaze.

 

Emerging from the shadows was a towering figure with , antlers mounted grotesquely on his head, moved with a slow, deliberate gait. His body was smeared with blood, and his glowing eyes—reflecting the dim light—seemed to bore into them.

 

Blake stumbled back, his voice breaking. “That’s it. That’s what I saw!”

 

The figure stopped just at the edge of the clearing, its unnatural stillness somehow more unnerving than if it had charged.

 

Then came the voices.

 

“Eat them,” a low, guttural whisper echoed through the trees.

 

“Eat them,” another voice hissed, this time from the opposite direction.

 

Blake’s breathing turned ragged as the whispers grew louder, overlapping and coming from every direction. He clutched his head, shaking it violently. “No, no, no! I can’t—”

 

“Blake, stay where you are!” JC barked, but it was too late.

 

Driven by fear, Blake turned and ran, crashing through the brush as the whispers seemed to chase him.

 

“Dammit!” JC growled. He moved to follow, but Nicole grabbed his arm.

 

“Wait,” she said, her voice sharp. “This isn’t right. It’s what they want. If you chase him, you’ll get split up too.”

 

JC hesitated, his jaw tightening. “You stay here. I’ll bring him back.”

 

Nicole shook her head. “No. We hold our ground. We have to let this play out.”

 

JC reluctantly stayed, his eyes scanning the trees for any sign of the father or the voices.

 

Blake’s screams echoed through the woods, followed by the sound of a struggle. Then, abruptly, the forest fell silent.

 

The whispers returned, softer now, almost taunting. JC’s heart pounded as he scanned the tree line, his hand on his weapon.

 

Then he saw it.

 

The figure reappeared, dragging Blake’s lifeless body by one arm. His antlered head tilted unnaturally, as if studying JC and Nicole. Blood dripped from Blake’s torn throat, pooling on the ground as the father dropped him unceremoniously.

 

JC’s breath hitched as he saw movement behind the figure  . A female  and children emerged from the shadows, their faces smeared with blood, their hands clutching crude, bloodstained tools—bones sharpened into knives, sticks with jagged edges.

 

Nicole’s voice was low and tight. “That’s not human.”

 

The figure knelt by Blake’s body, his movements eerily deliberate. He tore open Blake’s shirt with one swift motion and began carving into his chest with a jagged blade. The children moved closer, their eyes wide with anticipation as the father pulled out Blake’s heart, holding it up like a grotesque offering.

 

JC’s stomach churned, but he couldn’t look away.

 

“Eat them,” the whispers returned, louder now, echoing in his mind like a taunt.

 

Nicole’s hand trembled on her weapon. “JC, we can’t—”

 

But JC didn’t let her finish. He raised his gun and fired, the sharp crack of the shot cutting through the night. The figure  staggered back but didn’t fall. Instead, he turned his glowing eyes toward JC, blood dripping from his antlers as he let out a guttural growl.

 

The children scattered into the woods, moving unnaturally fast, their shrill screams echoing as they disappeared. The wife snarled, her face contorted into something almost feral, before retreating into the shadows.

 

The father, still clutching Blake’s heart, stood slowly, his towering frame silhouetted against the dark forest. JC fired again, this time hitting him in the shoulder, but the man barely flinched. Instead, he tilted his head again, as if amused, before turning and vanishing into the trees.

 

Silence fell over the clearing once more.

 

Nicole’s voice was barely above a whisper. “What the hell did we just see?”

 

JC holstered his weapon, his jaw tight. “Not a Wendigo. But something worse.”

 

They stood in the clearing, the blood-stained ground and Blake’s mutilated body the only evidence of what had transpired. The forest seemed to hold its breath, as if waiting for its next victim.

 -Shadows in the Tree line

 

The RV sat silent, the faint hum of its generator blending with the distant rustling of leaves. Inside, Nicole paced the narrow walkway, her face pale and drawn as she replayed the events in her mind. JC sat at the small table, his arms crossed, staring at the infrared monitor. Oak, massive and imposing, was crouched in the back, his broad shoulders hunched as if he could sense the tension hanging thick in the air.

 

Nicole finally stopped pacing and turned to JC, her voice trembling. “How many prints did you find at the site?”

 

JC glanced at her, his tone steady but grim. “Five.”

 

Nicole’s brow furrowed deeply. “But there were only three of them total—including Blake.”

 

JC’s jaw tightened as the realization hit him, and he leaned back, exhaling slowly. “That means… the other prints belonged to those things we saw.”

 

Nicole nodded, her eyes wide. “They’re human, JC. Or they were. That would explain the boot prints. But the way they moved… the way they acted…” She shuddered. “It’s like they’re not human anymore. They’re wild. Feral.”

 

JC stared out the small window into the encroaching darkness. “They’ve been out here a long time. Long enough to become something else. Something… not right.”

 

A low rumble broke the tense quiet, and Nicole whipped her head toward the back of the RV. Oak had shifted, his massive frame stiff and alert. His deep-set eyes scanned the window behind JC, his nostrils flaring as another growl rumbled in his chest.

 

Nicole froze, her hand instinctively moving to the holster at her hip. “Oak… what is it?” she whispered.

 

JC turned slowly, following Oak’s gaze toward the window. At first, the darkness outside seemed empty, a curtain of blackness interrupted only by the faint outline of the treeline. But then he saw it—movement. A shape detached itself from the shadows, stepping into the dim light cast by the RV’s exterior lamp.

 

The female feral figure stood at the edge of the treeline, her body cloaked in fur skins and shrubbery, blending almost seamlessly with the forest. Her eyes glinted faintly, catching the light in a way that sent a chill down JC’s spine. She didn’t move, her posture tense and predatory, like a wild animal sizing up its prey.

 

“She’s watching us,” Nicole whispered, her voice barely audible.

 

At first, the feral woman didn’t seem to notice Oak. Her focus was entirely on JC and Nicole, her head tilting slightly as if assessing them. But then Oak moved, stepping forward with a deliberate, powerful stride. The moment his massive frame filled the doorway, the feral woman’s posture shifted. Her head snapped toward him, and for the first time, JC saw something flicker across her face—fear.

 

Oak let out a low, guttural roar, a sound that seemed to reverberate through the RV and out into the forest. The feral woman flinched, taking a cautious step back. Her eyes darted between Oak and the shadows behind her, calculating. Slowly, she began to retreat, her movements fluid and deliberate, until she melted back into the darkness of the trees.

 

JC held up a hand, his voice calm but firm. “Oak, stand down.”

 

Oak hesitated, his chest rising and falling with deep, rumbling breaths. Finally, he turned and stepped back into the RV, his eyes still locked on the tree-line as if expecting the feral woman to reappear.

 

Nicole exhaled shakily, her hand still on her holster. “That was too close,” she muttered. “What was she doing out there? Watching us?”

 

JC didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he moved to the window, staring out into the forest as if he could pierce the darkness with his gaze. “They know these woods better than we do,” he said finally, his voice low. “We don’t know what they’re planning, but they’ve got the advantage here.”

 

Nicole nodded, swallowing hard. “So what do we do?”

 

JC turned away from the window, his face set in grim determination. “We head back to town. Regroup. Figure out our next move before they make theirs.”

 

Nicole glanced at Oak, who had settled back into his crouched position, his sharp eyes still scanning the windows. “And if they follow us?” she asked softly.

 

JC grabbed his gear, slinging it over his shoulder. “Then we’ll deal with it. But for now, we can’t stay here.”

 

As the RV rumbled to life and pulled away from the forest, Nicole kept her eyes on the rearview mirror, watching the tree line until it disappeared into the distance. But even as the darkness swallowed the woods, the image of the feral woman remained burned into her mind—her wild eyes, her animalistic posture, and the chilling sense that she wasn’t just watching them.

 

She was hunting them.

 

The air in Sheriff Marlow’s office turned electric the moment JC entered, his heavy boots echoing against the wooden floor. Nicole followed close behind, her face a mixture of tension and determination. Flair was already there, leaning casually against the sheriff’s desk, mid-conversation, but his posture stiffened when he caught the cold glint in JC’s eyes. Sheriff Marlow looked up, eyebrows furrowed, sensing the storm brewing.

 

Nicole touched JC’s arm lightly, her voice barely above a whisper. “Stay calm, JC. We need answers, not bloodshed.”

 

JC didn’t reply. Instead, he shot her a quick look—one that said he’d heard her, but he was far from calm. He stopped a few feet from the sheriff’s desk, his hand moving with practiced ease to draw his pistol. The metallic click of the safety disengaging cut through the room like a gunshot.

 

“Tell me, Marlow,” JC said, his voice deadly quiet but carrying an edge that made Nicole flinch. He raised the gun, pointing it squarely at the sheriff’s face. “What do you know about a family—a man, a woman, and three kids—that went missing out in those woods?”

 

The room froze. Sheriff Marlow’s chair creaked as he instinctively leaned back, his hands rising halfway in the air. Flair’s relaxed demeanor evaporated, his jaw tightening, though he stayed rooted to his spot, watching the scene carefully.

 

“JC, what the hell are you doing?” Marlow barked, his voice wavering slightly. His eyes flicked to Flair. “Call off your agent! Now!”

 

JC’s expression didn’t change. His hand was steady, the barrel of the gun unwavering. He didn’t even glance at Flair as he spoke. “Flair, I suggest you let the sheriff answer. And quickly.” His tone was calm, unnervingly so, like a predator cornering its prey.

 

Flair exhaled, crossing his arms slowly, his eyes darting between JC and the sheriff. “If JC’s pulling a move like this, he’s got a damn good reason. Not about to step in now.”

 

Marlow’s face paled, a bead of sweat sliding down his temple. His voice dropped an octave, attempting authority but failing to hide the tremor. “You’re out of line, Carter. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but—”

 

JC cut him off, his voice cold enough to make the sheriff visibly flinch. “What I’m doing is asking a question. A question I’ll only ask once more before this gets real uncomfortable for you. What do you know about that family?”

 

Marlow’s eyes darted to Nicole, who stood off to the side, her hand on her holster but not drawing. She looked more anxious than angry, her lips pressed into a thin line.

 

Nicole’s voice was soft, almost pleading. “Marlow, just answer him. It’s better that way.”

 

Marlow swallowed hard, his voice breaking under the weight of JC’s gaze. “I wasn’t the sheriff back then,” he started, stammering slightly, “but about 24 years ago, a small plane went down in the woods. South of where Blake and his crew were filming. It… burned up. Completely. We assumed no survivors. The coroner signed off on it.”

 

“Assumed,” JC repeated, his finger brushing the trigger. His tone was dangerously low, his eyes narrowing. “You assumed? Did anyone search for bodies? Did anyone confirm that plane was empty, Sheriff?”

 

Marlow blinked, his throat working furiously as he struggled to maintain composure. “We did what we could! The wreckage was barely recognizable! We didn’t think anyone could survive a crash like that!”

 

JC leaned forward slightly, the gun still trained on the sheriff. His voice dropped to a growl. “Well, they survived. And I just met them.”

 

Marlow’s eyes widened, his breath catching as the weight of JC’s words settled in. Flair finally stepped forward, his voice cutting through the tension. “JC,” he said carefully, “let me dig into the crash. We’ll get the details. But for now, lower the damn gun.”

 

JC didn’t move for a moment, his piercing gaze locked on the sheriff. Finally, with a slow, deliberate motion, he uncocked the pistol and slid it back into his holster. Marlow exhaled sharply, slumping back into his chair like the strings holding him up had been cut.

 

“Flair,” JC said without looking at him, “find everything you can on that plane. Passengers, manifests, records. I want it all.”

 

Flair nodded. “I’m on it.”

 

JC took a step back, his movements smooth but carrying the weight of barely contained anger. He glanced at Marlow, his expression cold. “Good night, Sheriff.”

 

Nicole followed him out the door, but not before giving Marlow a pointed look. “At least he asked this time,” she muttered before disappearing after JC.

 

The sheriff sat frozen in his chair, staring at the spot where JC had stood, his mind reeling. Flair grabbed his coat, pausing before heading to the door. “I’d start thinking real hard, Marlow,” he said quietly. “Because I don’t think JC’s bluffing about what he saw.”

 

And with that, Flair walked out, leaving the sheriff alone in the silence of his office, his pulse still pounding in his ears.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

24 years ago 

 

 

The sun hung high in the clear blue sky as the Penn family arrived at the small airstrip in Rahway, New Jersey. Randall Penn, a skilled and honest mechanic, had planned this family vacation as a final summer adventure before the school year began. His wife, Margaret, a devoted mother and active community member, stood beside him, helping their youngest son, Caleb, adjust his backpack. Their two older children, Ethan and Emily, engaged in playful banter nearby, their excitement palpable.

 

“Alright, everyone, this is it! One last adventure before school starts. Who’s excited?” Randall called out, his grin wide.

 

“Me, me! Are we gonna see bears, Dad?” Caleb bounced on his toes, eyes wide with anticipation.

 

Kneeling to ruffle Caleb’s hair, Randall chuckled. “Maybe, buddy. But let’s hope they’re far away, alright?”

 

Ethan rolled his eyes. “Bears? Seriously, Caleb? We’ll be lucky if we even see a squirrel.”

 

“Don’t ruin it, Ethan. This is supposed to be fun,” Emily retorted, nudging her brother.

 

“Enough, you two,” Margaret interjected gently. “Let’s try to start this trip on a good note. Your dad’s been planning this for weeks.”

 

Ethan muttered under his breath, “Yeah, I’m sure that’s why we’re here…”

 

Choosing to ignore the comment, Randall said, “Alright, let’s load up. Ethan, give the pilot a hand with the bags, will you?”

 

“Sure, whatever,” Ethan grumbled, grabbing a suitcase.

 

Margaret approached Randall, her voice soft with concern. “Are you sure this is safe? I mean, it’s such a small plane…”

 

Placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder, Randall smiled. “Maggie, it’s fine. We’ve got an experienced pilot, and the weather’s perfect. Nothing to worry about.”

 

She hesitated but nodded. “Alright. But you’re sitting next to Caleb. If he starts to cry, you’re handling it.”

 

“Deal,” Randall agreed with a chuckle.

 

The family boarded the plane, settling into their seats. Caleb sat next to Randall, his small face pressed against the window, while Emily and Ethan sat across the aisle, exchanging light-hearted jabs. Margaret sat behind them, her hands clutching her bag tightly as the plane began to taxi.

 

The pilot glanced over his shoulder. “Buckle up, folks. Should be a smooth ride up to Canada. Couple of hours tops, and we’ll have you there in no time.”

 

Randall grinned at his family. “See? Smooth sailing. Just sit back and enjoy the view.”

 

“Look! I can see the trees getting smaller! This is so cool!” Caleb exclaimed, pointing out the window.

 

Emily leaned over to look. “I’m going to sketch this when we get there. The lake is supposed to be beautiful.”

 

“If you don’t spend the whole time playing with sticks and rocks like you always do,” Ethan teased with a smirk.

 

“At least I do something. You just sit there looking bored all the time,” Emily shot back.

 

Margaret sighed. “Ethan, Emily, please. Can’t we have one trip without you two going at it?”

 

As the plane climbed higher, the hum of the engine filled the cabin. The family began to settle in, with Caleb now nodding off against Randall’s arm and Margaret flipping through a book. Randall gazed out the window, his expression softening as he took in the sprawling wilderness below.

 

Margaret leaned forward. “You’re quiet. What’s on your mind?”

 

“Just thinking how lucky we are. It’s easy to forget, with how busy life gets,” Randall replied, smiling faintly.

 

She squeezed his shoulder. “We’re lucky because we have you.”

 

Suddenly, a sputtering noise cut through the cabin. The plane lurched slightly, and Caleb woke with a start, clutching Randall’s arm tightly.

 

“Daddy, what was that?” Caleb’s voice quivered with fear.

 

Keeping his voice calm, Randall said, “It’s nothing, buddy. Probably just a little bump.”

 

The pilot’s voice came over the intercom, tense but controlled. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re experiencing a bit of engine trouble. Nothing to worry about, but I need everyone to stay seated and buckled up.”

 

Margaret tightened her grip on her seatbelt. “Randall…?”

 

He gripped Caleb’s hand tightly, his voice low. “It’s fine. Just a hiccup.”

 

The sputtering grew louder, the plane beginning to shake as the pilot fought for control. The calm facade started to crack as the family exchanged worried glances. Margaret reached for Emily’s hand, while Randall kept Caleb close.

 

“Dad, what’s happening?” Ethan’s alarm was evident.

 

“Just hold on, Ethan. Stay calm,” Randall instructed, gritting his teeth.

 

The pilot’s voice came over the intercom again, his tone urgent. “Brace for impact. Everyone, brace for impact!”

 

Panic spread through the cabin as the plane dipped sharply. Margaret wrapped herself around Emily, who was sobbing quietly. Ethan gripped his seat, his knuckles white. Randall pulled Caleb into his arms, whispering reassurances even as fear flashed across his face.

 

Tears streaming down her face, Margaret began, “Randall, I—”

 

He interrupted, his voice steady despite the terror in his eyes. “I love you. All of—

 

The crash had been brutal. The small Cessna slammed into the trees with bone-jarring force, shattering on impact. The Penn family survived, but just barely. Randall Penn’s leg was broken, the bone piercing through his skin, while Margaret’s arm hung limp, dislocated and useless. Ethan, Emily, and Caleb bore deep gashes and bruises, their young faces streaked with blood and tears. The wreckage burned behind them, consuming the last remnants of their connection to the outside world.

 

Disoriented and desperate, they huddled together in the shadowy forest, clinging to one another as the gravity of their situation began to set in. The days following the crash were a blur of pain and hunger. The family scavenged what they could from the wreckage—small bags of peanuts, a couple of bottles of water—but it wasn’t enough. Insects and small scraps of bark became their meals, the taste of bitterness and rot lingering on their tongues. Randall, weakened by his injuries, struggled to stay strong for his family, but the infection spreading through his broken leg made him delirious and short-tempered. Margaret, trying to hold them together, whispered reassurances to her children at night, even as her own voice cracked under the weight of their worsening reality. Every direction they turned led to nothing but more trees, the forest vast and unyielding.

 

As the days turned to weeks, desperation sank its claws into the Penn family. Caleb cried often, his small stomach growling painfully, his wails growing weaker by the day. Ethan, emboldened by the responsibility of being the eldest, ventured into the forest with crude tools fashioned from plane debris, trying to catch rabbits or birds. His inexperience yielded no results. Emily, usually creative and full of ideas, grew silent and listless, her wide eyes staring vacantly into the trees. Randall, growing weaker and feverish, barked orders from where he sat near their makeshift shelter, trying to command his family into action even as he teetered on the edge of collapse. “You have to keep trying,” he told Ethan, his voice hoarse and urgent. “We’ll find something. Just keep going.” But there was nothing to find—no animals, no rescue parties, no salvation. Only hunger.

 

Then came the hikers. It was almost a month after the crash when the Penns first saw them—a man and a woman, likely in their twenties, making their way through the forest. The hikers were laughing, carefree, their gear glinting in the dappled sunlight. To the Penns, they seemed like angels. Angels with backpacks full of food. Randall’s instincts kicked in first. His mind, already clouded by pain and starvation, saw the hikers not as people but as a solution. He motioned for his family to stay silent, crouching low in the underbrush as he watched the pair approach. Margaret, her face pale with exhaustion, whispered, “Randall, what are you doing?”

 

“Surviving,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

 

As the hikers stopped to rest and unpack some snacks, Randall, with the help of Ethan, crept forward. It was supposed to be simple—just steal their supplies and run. But when one of the hikers turned and saw Randall, panic erupted. The young man shouted, “Hey! Who’s there?” and grabbed for a pocket knife. Randall lunged at him, the desperation of weeks of hunger turning his frail body into a frenzy of clawing and biting. Ethan, horrified but compelled by his father’s orders, joined in, tackling the other hiker as she screamed. Margaret covered Caleb’s eyes, but she didn’t stop them.

 

The fight was brutal and short. The hikers, caught off guard and outnumbered, stood no chance. When it was over, Randall and Ethan stood over the lifeless bodies, blood staining their hands and faces. Margaret approached slowly, trembling, her eyes darting between the bodies and her husband. “What… what have you done?” she whispered.

 

Randall looked at her, his voice cold and detached. “We did what we had to.”

 

The Penns didn’t talk as they dragged the bodies back to their camp. The children were silent, their expressions blank, as Randall and Margaret carved up the hikers. Margaret cried silently as she worked, her hands trembling as she tried to separate flesh from bone. They cooked what they could over a crude fire, the smell of charred flesh filling the air and mixing with the acrid scent of the forest. Ethan sat apart from the others, staring at his blood-streaked hands, while Emily held Caleb close, rocking him as he whimpered. “Is it wrong?” Emily asked, her voice small and shaky.

 

Margaret didn’t answer. She handed each child a piece of the cooked meat and forced herself to eat. Randall, his fever momentarily abated by the food, ate ravenously. It was survival, he told himself. Nothing more. But the taste of human flesh lingered on their tongues long after the meal was over, leaving an uneasy silence between them.

 

The hikers’ food and supplies lasted only a few days, and soon the hunger returned. But now, something had changed in the Penns. The taste of human flesh had awakened something primal in them. The forest no longer seemed like a place of despair—it became their hunting ground. Randall took on the role of leader, his desperation evolving into cold, calculated brutality. He taught Ethan how to stalk and trap anyone who ventured into their territory. Emily, once gentle and imaginative, created crude traps out of sticks and vines, her creativity turned toward death. Margaret, her spirit broken, followed her husband’s lead, her motherly instincts corrupted into ensuring her family’s survival at any cost.

 

Caleb, too young to comprehend the horror, began to mimic the animalistic behavior of his family. He would crawl on all fours, making guttural sounds and gnawing on bones. His once-bright laughter was replaced by eerie, guttural giggles as he played with the skulls of their victims. The family abandoned language entirely, communicating through gestures and grunts. They covered themselves in animal skins and mud, blending into the forest. Their teeth grew jagged from chewing on raw meat, their nails long and sharp. They no longer saw themselves as human but as part of the forest—predators at the top of the food chain.

 

Hunters and hikers who ventured too deep into the forest often disappeared without a trace, their campsites found ransacked and bloodstained. Locals spoke of eerie howls and whispered voiced words in the night and shadowy figures watching from the treetops. The Penn family became the stuff of nightmares, no longer a family but a pack. And in their forest, no one was safe.

 

—The Fragility of Civilization

 

The RV hummed softly in the quiet forest clearing, the only sound aside from the faint rustle of papers as JC, Nicole, and Flair pored over the reports and flight logs spread across the table. The dim light of the RV cast long shadows over their faces, reflecting the weight of the Penn family tragedy that unfolded 24 years ago. JC leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowed, a pen tapping absently against the edge of the table.

 

Nicole broke the silence first, her voice tinged with disbelief as she read aloud from one of the reports. “The wreckage was deemed too burned for recovery. No bodies were ever found, just charred remains of the plane. The coroner signed off without any physical evidence.” She set the paper down and shook her head. “They just assumed the Penns were dead.”

 

JC’s eyes narrowed as he glanced at the faded photograph of the Penn family smiling in front of the ill-fated plane. Randall Penn looked proud, his arm wrapped protectively around his wife, Margaret, and their three kids, all dressed in matching outfits. It was the picture of a loving, ordinary family. JC couldn’t reconcile it with what they’d seen in the woods—the feral, predatory beings they had become.

 

“Assumed,” JC repeated, his voice heavy. “That’s all they did. A couple of aerial surveys, no boots on the ground. Just wrote them off.”

 

“They didn’t even try,” Nicole muttered. “A family like that—if it had been a wealthier or more important family, you think they would’ve just assumed?”

 

JC’s pen stilled as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “What gets me,” he began, his tone low and thoughtful, “is how they got from this—” He gestured to the family photo. “—to what we saw out there. What kind of psychological trauma does that? What pushes a family to shed everything—language, humanity—and become…” He paused, searching for the word. “Animals.”

 

Flair, sitting cross-legged in the corner, flipped through another report, his expression skeptical. “Starvation, isolation… desperation. That’s what the experts would say. But man, this isn’t just surviving. It’s like they rewired themselves. It’s primal. Instinctual.”

 

JC rubbed his temples, his mind racing. “Maybe it’s more than just trauma,” he said slowly, the thought forming as he spoke. “Maybe… it’s something deeper. Something already inside them.”

 

Nicole frowned, her arms crossing over her chest. “What are you saying, JC? That this was in their DNA? That they were predisposed to this?”All I’m saying is black people  had built thriving large cities like Timbuktu while Caucasians were still living in caves”JC replied .

 

JC looked up at her, his eyes dark with thought. “I’m saying maybe their concept of civilization isn’t as solid as they think it is. Maybe it’s just a thin layer of paint, and when you scrape it away…” He trailed off, his gaze drifting back to the photograph.

 

Flair smirked, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “So, what? You think this was inevitable? That a little isolation and hunger turned them into forest monsters because of some… biological wiring?”

 

JC sighed, leaning back again. “Look, I’ve seen some things in my time. War zones, survival situations… people do things they never thought they were capable of. Maybe this is proof that white civilization is a lie created to protect the truth about the true founders of civilization…Because what they did and the lives they devoured - this isn’t just an act of desperation. This is full regression. Language gone, empathy gone. They’re not surviving anymore—they’re thriving like predators. That doesn’t happen overnight.”

 

Nicole tapped a finger on the table, her gaze thoughtful. “But it happened  to them,” she said softly. “A white family. Clean-cut, happy, middle-class. And now everyone frames it as tragic. ‘What a loss,’ they’ll say. ‘What a tragedy.’ But if this had been a Black family? What would they have said then?”

 

Flair’s smirk faded as he sat up straighter. “They’d call us savages,” he said flatly. “They always do.”

 

Nicole nodded. “Exactly. No matter the context, no matter the circumstances. We endure poverty, systemic racism, deprivation—and when we fight to survive, they call it savagery. Meanwhile, the Penns eat a couple of hikers, and it’s all, ‘Poor family, they were driven to it.’ You see the double standard, right?”

 

JC’s jaw tightened. “I see it. It’s in every war story I’ve lived through. White folks lose their humanity, and it’s a tragedy. Anyone else, and it’s proof they never had it to begin with.”

 

Flair leaned forward, his voice quieter now. “But here’s the thing: you put those same people—those ones pointing fingers—out here in these woods, and they’d be no different. Hell, the Penns are proof of that. Their whole world crumbled, and look what they became. They had everything handed to them, and the second it was gone…”

 

“They became predators,” Nicole finished. “Not survivors. Predators.”

 

JC nodded, his hand tightening around the pen. “And yet the story will always frame them as victims. Because they’re white. Because they came from comfort.”

 

Nicole’s voice grew sharper. “Meanwhile, we endure generations of oppression, systemic violence, and poverty, and we still build communities. We still find ways to lift each other up. And they have the audacity to call us savages?”

 

The room fell silent for a moment, the weight of her words settling over them. JC stared at the Penn family photo again, his lips pressed into a thin line. “The truth is, it’s not about race. It’s about privilege. When you’ve never had to fight to survive, you don’t know how to hold on to your humanity when the world falls apart. The Penns were never tested. And when the test came, they failed.”

 

Nicole leaned back, her arms still crossed. “That’s what makes us stronger, doesn’t it? We’ve been tested our whole lives. Our ancestors fought through the worst kinds of hell. And we didn’t lose who we were. We held on.”

 

JC nodded, a small, grim smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Yeah. And that’s why we don’t end up like the Penns. No matter how hard it gets.”

 

Flair glanced at the clock on the wall and stood, stretching. “So, what’s the play, JC? We heading back into the woods to see what’s left of their humanity, or are we calling it a day?”

 

JC’s gaze lingered on the photograph for a moment longer before he stood, his expression hardening. “We’re going back. Whatever happened to the Penns, it’s not just about them. It’s about what’s out there. And I want answers.”

 

 JC spread out the map of Cedar Hollow Woods on the small table. The aged map was marked with trails, a river cutting through the center, and the rough location of the crash site circled in red. JC’s sharp eyes scanned the terrain, his jaw tight with thought. Flair leaned against the counter, arms crossed, while Nicole sat nearby, her hands resting on her lap, her expression tense.

 

JC straightened, tapping the map with the tip of his finger. “This is where we start,” he said, his voice calm but heavy. “We use the drone and LiDAR to scan the terrain. If they’re still out there—and we know they are—there has to be a place they call home. Some kind of base, maybe a cave, maybe a shelter. Something. They can’t just wander aimlessly for 24 years.”

 

Nicole tilted her head, her brow furrowed. “And when we find it? What then? You’re talking about pulling them out of a life they’ve known for decades. The children… they won’t even know what civilization is. They’ve spent their entire lives living like that. Is it humane to drag them back into a world they can’t understand?”

 

JC leaned on the table, his knuckles pressing against the surface as he stared at the map. “No,” he said quietly. “It’s not humane. But it is human. We can’t just leave them out there, Nicole. They’re not ghosts. They’re not animals. They’re people.”

 

Nicole’s lips tightened, her gaze flicking toward the map. “People, sure. But feral people. I mean, do you honestly think there’s a happy ending here? Even if we pull them out of those woods, what kind of life do they have left? They’ve been hunting, stalking, surviving for years. You really think they can just… come back from that?”

 

JC straightened, his expression hardening. “If you’re right, and there’s no coming back, then we might have to put them down.”

 

The words hung in the air like a lead weight. Nicole’s eyes widened slightly, but she said nothing. Flair, who had been silent until now, uncrossed his arms and took a step forward, his face a mix of disbelief and anger. “Put them down?” he repeated, his voice rising. “JC, that’s not rescuing them—that’s murder.”

 

JC’s gaze flicked to Flair, steady and unwavering. “Maybe it is,” he admitted. “But like Nicole said, they’ve lived this way for 24 years. They’ve lost language, empathy, maybe even a sense of what it means to be human. You think they’re just going to walk back into society and start paying taxes? Go back to PTA meetings and soccer practice? There’s no happily ever after here, Flair. You know it. I know it.”

 

Flair shook his head, pacing the length of the RV. “Jesus, JC, you’re talking about putting down an entire family. A family. I don’t care what they’ve become—that’s not right.”

 

JC’s voice hardened, his tone sharp as a blade. “And what happens if we leave them out there? What happens when another group of hikers goes missing? Or a couple of kids wandering too far from their campsite? They’re predators now, Flair. You saw what they did to Blake’s crew. You think they’ll stop? You think they even know how?”

 

Flair stopped pacing, his shoulders slumping as he let out a long breath. “So what? We’re judge, jury, and executioner now?”

 

JC’s expression softened, but his voice remained firm. “I don’t want to do this, Flair. But I’ve seen what happens when you let predators roam free. It doesn’t end well. Not for them, and not for anyone else.”

 

Nicole broke the silence, her voice quiet but steady. “If we do this… if we even consider doing this… we have to be damn sure. We have to know there’s no other way.”

 

JC nodded, his gaze shifting back to the map. “That’s why we find them first. We find their home, see how they live, and go from there. But we have to be prepared for the worst.”

 

Flair ran a hand through his hair, his jaw tightening as he stared at JC. “I hope to God you’re wrong about this, JC. Because if you’re not… I don’t know how we walk away from this clean.”

 

JC didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on the map, his thoughts already on the task ahead. The RV fell into silence again, the weight of their mission pressing down on all of them. Outside, the quiet streets of Cedar Hollow carried on, unaware of the grim decisions being made just a few feet away.

 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Confronted 

 

 JC, Nicole, and Flair were huddled around the table, maps and reports strewn across its surface. The discussion had grown tense as they debated the Penns’ fate and the ethics of pulling them out of the woods—or putting them down. The air felt heavy, like a storm waiting to break.

 

A sharp knock on the door broke the tension. All three turned toward it, exchanging cautious glances. JC stood and made his way to the door, pausing to glance toward the back of the RV, where Oak was silently hunched. “Stay back,” JC said quietly, gesturing for Oak to remain out of sight.

 

JC opened the door to find Tommy Griggs standing outside, his wiry frame illuminated by the dim glow of the streetlights. His wide-brimmed hat cast a shadow over his weathered face, but his wild eyes gleamed with urgency.

 

“You’re lookin’ for the Wendigos, ain’t ya?” Tommy growled, his voice gravelly and sharp. “You think you’re gonna save ’em?”

 

JC stepped onto the RV’s small stairwell, blocking the interior from view. “We’re looking for the Penns,” he said calmly. “Do you know where they are?”

 

Tommy’s laugh was sharp and bitter, a sound that echoed across the quiet parking lot. “The Penns? They’re gone, boy. What’s left of ’em now ain’t human. They’ve been out there too long. You think you’re gonna bring ’em back?” He shook his head, his hand trembling as he gestured toward the woods. “You’re fools. All of you.”

 

Nicole leaned against the doorway, crossing her arms. “You’ve seen them, haven’t you?” she asked, her voice steady but firm.

 

Tommy’s gaze shifted to her, narrowing slightly. “Seen ’em? Hell, I’ve watched ’em hunt. Tearin’ apart deer with their bare hands, runnin’ like wolves. But it ain’t just them out there.”

 

Flair raised an eyebrow, stepping closer. “Let me guess—Wendigos aren’t the only thing we need to worry about?”

 

Tommy’s lips twisted into a grim sneer. “You’re damn right. The Black Walking Dogs, that’s what. Big, fast, mean as hell. They don’t like trespassers, and they sure as hell don’t like the Wendigos. You ever seen two predators fight over territory? It ain’t pretty. Blood everywhere. Bones. Fur.” He shuddered, his hand fumbling for the cigarette tucked behind his ear. “And you wanna walk right into the middle of that?”

 

JC’s gaze sharpened, cutting through the old man’s rambling. “Where are they, Tommy? The Penns. Where are they hiding?”

 

Tommy hesitated, his fingers shaking as he lit his cigarette. He took a long drag before finally answering. “North side of the woods. Caves near the crash site. That’s their den now. But I’m tellin’ you—you go pokin’ around there, you’re gonna stir up somethin’ you can’t handle. You don’t wanna bring that kind of hell back here.”

 

JC nodded slowly. “Thanks for the warning.”

 

Tommy’s eyes flicked toward the RV’s window, and for a brief moment, something shifted in his expression. His ranting quieted, his wild energy replaced by something close to awe—or fear. Behind the glass, Oak’s hulking silhouette was visible, his dark eyes catching the dim light as he watched the exchange in silence.

 

Tommy’s breath hitched, and his cigarette trembled between his fingers. “That thing in there,” he muttered, almost to himself. “That’s… different.”

 

JC stepped forward, blocking Tommy’s view of the window. “We’ll handle it,” he said firmly. “You’ve done your part.”

 

Tommy didn’t move, his eyes still fixed on the faint shadow of Oak behind the glass. Slowly, a strange smile crept across his face. “Maybe… maybe you’re the ones who can stop this,” he said softly. “Maybe this town’s got a chance after all.”

 

Without another word, Tommy turned and shuffled off into the night, his muttering barely audible as he disappeared into the shadows. Nicole stepped out onto the RV’s stairs, her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “What was that about?”

 

JC glanced back at the window where Oak’s massive frame still loomed. “He saw Oak,” he said simply.

 

Flair let out a low whistle. “And he didn’t run screaming? That’s new.”

 

Nicole frowned, her gaze lingering on the direction Tommy had gone. “He seemed… almost hopeful. Like he thinks we can fix this.”

 

JC nodded, his expression grim. “Maybe he’s right. But hope’s not gonna get us through those woods. We’ve got a location now. Let’s make it count.”

 

As the RV door swung shut, Oak shifted in the back, letting out a low, rumbling growl. JC turned to him, his voice calm but firm. “You ready for this, big guy?”

 

Oak’s dark eyes met JC’s, and for a moment, there was a flicker of understanding in his gaze. “Let’s head out” ,JC says turning to start the RV.

 

The forest seemed to hold its breath as JC, Nicole, and Oak closed in on the caves. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the faint rustle of leaves underfoot and the distant hoot of an owl. The air was thick with decay, a cloying stench that clung to their senses, growing stronger with each step. JC’s flashlight cut through the darkness, but the beam felt feeble, swallowed by the shadows. Around the cave’s jagged mouth lay a chilling display—bones scattered like discarded trash, cracked and gnawed, some unmistakably human.

 

Nicole’s voice was a shaky whisper. “This is it, isn’t it? Their den.”

 

JC didn’t answer, his grip tightening on his weapon as he gestured for them to spread out. Oak, his massive 7.5-foot frame hunched in the dim light, let out a low, rumbling growl. His dark eyes scanned the treeline, the fur along his arms and back bristling as if the woods themselves had turned hostile.

 

“They’re watching us,” Nicole murmured, her breath visible in the suddenly cold air.

 

JC nodded, his voice low and tense. “Stay sharp.”

 

And then, chaos.

 

The Penns erupted from the cave like a pack of rabid wolves, their movements unnaturally fast and predatory.The man formally known as Randall led the charge, his feral snarl splitting the night. His once-human face was a grotesque mask of rage, his eyes wild, his teeth jagged and glistening with saliva. Behind him, Margaret and the children surged forward, their twisted forms a horrifying shadow of the family they once were.

 

They didn’t hesitate. They went straight for Oak.

 

Randall lunged first, clawed hands aiming for Oak’s throat. Oak roared, a deep, primal sound, and swung his massive arm in a brutal arc, sending Randall crashing into a tree with a sickening crack. But before Oak could recover, Margaret and Ethan leapt onto him, clawing and biting at his sides. Their snarls were animalistic, their attacks relentless.

 

Oak staggered, roaring again as he grabbed Ethan and hurled him into the dirt, but Caleb was already climbing onto his back, sinking his teeth into Oak’s shoulder. Emily darted in from the side, slashing at Oak’s arm with her claws, blood splattering onto the forest floor. Oak fought back with terrifying strength, but for every Penn he threw off, another seemed to take their place.

 

“Nicole, take the shot!” JC barked, his voice cutting through the frenzy.

 

Nicole fired, her bullets grazing Margaret’s leg and forcing her to stumble, but it wasn’t enough to stop the onslaught. Oak’s deep growl turned to a pained roar as Caleb clawed at his face, his teeth gnashing near Oak’s throat. JC raised his weapon, aiming carefully as his mind raced. The Penns weren’t just defending their den. They were hunting. They were a pack, and Oak was their prey.

 

“Take them down!” JC shouted, his voice grim with determination. “Now!”

 

Nicole fired again, this time hitting Ethan in the chest. The boy let out a guttural shriek and crumpled to the ground. Oak managed to grab Margaret by the throat, slamming her into the tree, but Randall lunged back, sinking his teeth into Oak’s forearm. Blood poured from Oak’s wounds as he staggered, but his sheer size and strength kept him standing.

 

JC fired at Caleb, hitting him square in the chest and sending him sprawling. One by one, the Penns fell, their guttural cries fading into silence. Finally, Randall, the last to fall, let out a snarling breath before collapsing into the dirt. The forest fell silent, save for the ragged breathing of JC, Nicole, and Oak.

 

The Penns lay motionless, their bodies broken and bleeding, their feral reign finally over.

 

But the silence didn’t last.

 

A deep, resonant growl rumbled through the woods, low and menacing, vibrating through the ground beneath their feet. Nicole froze, her weapon still raised. “What the hell was that?”

 

The growl came again, louder, more commanding. From the shadows, two hulking figures emerged. The Dogmen.

 

They were enormous—seven feet tall, their dark, matted fur shimmering in the moonlight. Their glowing yellow eyes burned with malice, and their elongated snouts revealed razor-sharp teeth. They moved with predatory grace, their claws flexing as they stepped closer to the fallen Penns. Without hesitation, they descended on the bodies, tearing into the remains with horrifying efficiency. The sound of flesh ripping and bones snapping filled the air.

 

Nicole’s voice trembled. “JC… what do we do?”

 

JC didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His weapon was raised, but his hands were shaking. And then, it stepped out of the shadows.
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