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Chapter 1: Beneath the Moon
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The cracked neon sign of The Full Moon Diner buzzed and flickered erratically, casting a pale green glow that barely penetrated the desert night. Outside, the dry wind howled, sending tumbleweeds skittering across the cracked asphalt parking lot. Jesse Calhoun leaned back against his beat-up Ford Bronco, tapping a cigarette from the soft pack in his shirt pocket. His fingers worked deftly, almost unconsciously, and he looked out across the flat, endless desert.

Inside the diner, “Africa” by Toto hummed from the jukebox, blending with the murmur of late-night chatter and the clink of plates. “You know what the problem with this town is?” Ty Harris leaned on the jukebox, kicking the corner with the toe of his sneaker. “Not enough crazy shit ever happens.”

Dana Ruiz rolled her eyes from the booth where she sat cross-legged, an open comic book spread in front of her. “Yeah, says the guy who almost died riding a dirt bike through the school gym.”

“That was one time!” Ty grinned, his blue eyes sparkling mischievously. “And I didn’t almost die. I just got, you know… banned from every school-sponsored event. Forever.”

Holly Jennings looked up from her milkshake, lips stained pink by the cherry on top. “You’re gonna peak at seventeen, Ty. Hope you’re ready for that.”

Ty blew a kiss at her, and Dana made a mock gagging sound. Jesse slid into the booth beside Dana, a slow grin spreading across his face. “Don’t listen to them, Ty. Legends never peak.”

“Oh, now you’re encouraging him?” Dana nudged Jesse with her shoulder. “The guy who refused to sneak into the drive-in last week because ‘rules are rules?’”

“That’s different,” Jesse said, raising his hands in mock defense. “I didn’t want to get busted. Again.” Ty snorted. “C’mon, Jesse. When’s the last time we did something actually fun?”

As if on cue, the bell over the door jingled, and a gust of cold desert wind blew in, carrying with it the scent of dust and dry sage. An older man with leathery skin and sun-bleached hair shuffled inside. He looked around the diner with wild, bloodshot eyes, then settled into a booth at the far end, muttering to himself.

“That’s Old Man Calix,” Holly whispered, leaning across the table. “I heard he went nuts after he saw… something.”

“What kind of ‘something?’” Jesse asked, already intrigued. Dana smirked. “You know. Something. Could be Bigfoot. Could be aliens. Could just be, like, thirty years of cheap whiskey.”

“Or…” Ty wiggled his fingers dramatically. “Skinwalkers mannn.” Jesse raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been reading those weird occult books again?”

“Don’t knock it till you read it.” Ty leaned in, lowering his voice. “There’s stories about guys out here—guys who can turn into animals. I mean, think about it. All those animals found ripped apart lately? Could be a werewolf.” Dana groaned. “You’re such a geek.” Holly stirred her milkshake thoughtfully. “He’s not wrong about the animals. Mrs. Chandler found half a coyote on her porch last week. No head, just… ribs and fur.”

“Gross,” Dana muttered, her face scrunching up. Ty grinned wickedly. “What do you say we find out for ourselves?” Jesse shot him a sideways glance. “Find out what?”

“Where the bodies are.” Ty’s grin widened. “We sneak out to the desert tonight. See if the rumors are true.” Dana threw her hands up. “Here we go. The dumbest idea of the night.”

“Come on, Dana.” Ty’s tone turned wheedling. “You know you wanna.”

“Yeah, hard pass,” she shot back. “I’ve seen this movie. The idiot who follows the dumbass with the big ideas? They die first.”

“That’s why you’ll survive,” Ty teased. “You’re way too mean to get killed.”

Holly bit her lip, stifling a laugh. Jesse’s gaze flicked between his friends, their banter filling the booth with a familiar warmth. This was their thing—endless summers, late-night adventures, daring each other into bad ideas just to see what would happen. He loved these moments, even when Ty’s plans went off the rails. “Alright,” Jesse said at last, slapping his hand on the table. “I’m in.” Dana gawked at him. “Seriously?”

“Yeah.” Jesse shrugged, pulling his keys from his jacket pocket. “What else are we gonna do—sit here all night?” Ty clapped him on the back. “That’s my guy! Let’s go!” Dana groaned. “This is gonna suck.” Holly slurped the last of her milkshake and wiped her mouth with a grin. “You know it’ll be fun.”

The Ford Bronco rattled down a dirt road, headlights sweeping across sagebrush and cacti. The radio crackled with static as Jesse fiddled with the dials, trying to catch a station. He finally landed on “Don’t You (Forget About Me)” by Simple Minds, and Ty whooped from the passenger seat.

“This is the song, right here!” Ty shouted, drumming on the dashboard in time with the beat. “God, you’re embarrassing,” Dana groaned from the backseat. “Come on, Dana! Lighten up!” Ty twisted in his seat, grinning at her. “Admit it—you love me.”

“Yeah,” she said dryly. “Like a rash.” Jesse couldn’t help but laugh, the sound blending with the music and the rumble of the tires on the dirt road. Holly leaned her head out the window, her dark hair whipping in the wind, and let out a carefree holler into the night.

For a moment, everything felt perfect—the music, the desert air, the thrill of doing something reckless and stupid. Jesse wished they could freeze this moment in time, a snapshot of freedom under the stars.

But then the Bronco’s headlights swept across something on the side of the road, and Jesse hit the brakes hard. The tires skidded, kicking up a cloud of dust as the Bronco came to a halt. “What the hell was that?” Ty leaned forward, squinting through the windshield.

Something lay sprawled on the ground—a tangle of limbs, fur, and torn skin, glistening wetly in the moonlight. It was impossible to tell if it had been animal or human. Dana gagged. “Jesus Christ…”

Holly clutched Jesse’s arm, her voice a whisper. “What is that?” Jesse swallowed hard, his pulse pounding in his ears. The thing on the road looked like it had been halfway through some kind of horrible transformation—patches of fur peeled away from raw flesh, and its limbs bent at angles that no living thing should have. Ty opened the door, and Jesse grabbed his arm. “Are you insane?”

“Relax, man. I just wanna see.” Ty grinned, but there was a flicker of fear behind his eyes. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“You’ve gotta stop saying that,” Dana muttered. Against his better judgment, Jesse climbed out of the Bronco, his boots crunching on the gravel. The desert was eerily silent, as if the night itself was holding its breath. Jesse took a step closer, and the thing on the ground twitched.

“Shit!” Jesse jumped back, heart hammering in his chest. The others crowded behind him, staring wide-eyed as the thing’s limbs convulsed, twitching and jerking like a marionette with tangled strings. And then it opened its eyes. Yellow, slitted like a cat’s, glowing faintly in the moonlight.

It snarled, lips peeling back to reveal jagged teeth. In a blur of motion, it scrambled upright—half-human, half-beast, skin hanging in ragged strips—and lunged toward them. “Run!” Jesse shouted.

They scattered, panic-fueled adrenaline kicking in. Jesse sprinted back to the Bronco, yanking the door open just as Ty dove in after him. “Go, go, go!” Ty shouted. Jesse slammed the door and jammed the keys into the ignition. The engine roared to life, and the Bronco shot forward, gravel spraying in its wake.

Dana and Holly clung to each other in the backseat, breathless and wide-eyed. “What the hell was that thing?” Dana gasped. “No clue,” Jesse muttered, hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. “But I think we just found Ty’s Skinwalker.”

The Bronco hurtled down the dirt road, leaving the twisted, snarling figure behind in the dust. But even as they sped away, Jesse couldn’t shake the feeling that the night was far from over.

And neither was the nightmare they’d just unleashed.


Chapter 2: Marked by the Beast
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The Bronco’s engine rumbled to a stop in the dusty parking lot of the Full Moon Diner. The neon sign buzzed and flickered overhead, the “O” struggling to stay lit, casting a jittery green light over the cracked pavement. Inside, Toto’s “Africa” hummed on the jukebox, but the cheerful music felt out of place after what they’d seen.

Jesse climbed out of the driver’s seat, glancing nervously at Ty. The sharp scent of iron still clung to the air, and Jesse’s eyes locked onto the dark stain spreading across Ty’s arm. “Dude,” Jesse muttered, “you’re bleeding. Bad.”

Ty waved him off with a lopsided grin, tugging down the sleeve of his jacket. “Nah, it’s fine. It’s just a scratch.” Dana slammed her door shut and marched up to him, her eyes flashing with irritation. “That’s not a scratch, dumbass. That’s a freaking gash. You need stitches.” Ty rolled his eyes. “What are they gonna do at the ER? Pat me on the head and send me home with a sucker? No thanks.” Dana folded her arms, not buying it for a second. “You’re seriously going to walk around with an open wound, bleeding everywhere?”

“C’mon, Dana, I’ll be fine,” Ty said, throwing his arm around her shoulders. “Worst case? I grow a tail and turn into Lassie.”

“Lassie’s a collie, moron,” she muttered, brushing him off. “And you’re more of a Cujo anyway.” Ty grinned, wide and reckless. “See? Now you’re getting into the spirit.” Jesse shook his head. “You really should get that checked out, man.” Ty gave him a cocky wink. “What, and ruin my rugged image? No way dude.”

Holly caught up to them, chewing thoughtfully on a piece of gum. “So what’s the plan now? We pretend nothing happened, or are we admitting we just saw a skinless dog-human thing in the desert?” Ty let out a short bark of laughter. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“Yeah, it was,” Jesse muttered under his breath. They pushed open the diner door, and the familiar smells of fried food and stale coffee washed over them. Ty strutted to the counter like he owned the place, tossing a wink at the waitress. “Hey, Sandy! Give me a burger. Extra rare.”

Dana rolled her eyes. “Jesus. Can you be normal for one minute?” The changes in Ty were subtle at first. It started with small things—his jokes becoming sharper, his movements quicker, more animalistic. He devoured his burger like he hadn’t eaten in days, then stared at Jesse’s fries with unnerving intensity.

“Dude,” Jesse said, sliding his plate over. “Take them. I don’t want you drooling on me.” Ty snatched the fries and stuffed them into his mouth. “I dunno what it is, but I’ve been starving all day.”

“You ate half the fridge at my house this morning,” Dana pointed out, raising an eyebrow. “What, are you going through some kind of teenage werewolf growth spurt?”

“Maybe I am.” Ty flashed a mischievous grin, but his hand twitched like he was trying to scratch at his arm again. “Okay, no seriously,” Dana said, leaning in. “This isn’t funny. Something’s wrong with you.”

“Maybe somethings wrong with you fuckers. Kidding, I’m fine man.” Ty’s voice was light, but there was an edge to it. “I feel… great. Never better.” Jesse and Dana exchanged a look. They’d known Ty long enough to tell when something was off. And right now? Something was definitely off.

That evening, they decided to pay a visit to Old Man Calix. He lived in a rickety cabin on the outskirts of Black Hollow, surrounded by desert and the bones of rusted-out cars. The smell of burnt sage clung to the air, mixing with the dry wind.

They knocked on the warped wooden door, and after a moment, Calix appeared—wild-eyed and barefoot, his leathery face lined with more wrinkles than seemed humanly possible. His fingers were stained with what looked like dirt, or maybe blood.

“You kids shouldn’t be out here,” he said, his voice a low rasp. “The desert’s alive at night. Things move where they shouldn’t.” Jesse cleared his throat. “We… uh, we wanted to ask you about the skinwalker rumors.” Calix’s eyes sharpened, and he stepped aside. “Come in. You wanna hear a story, huh? A real one?”

They followed him into the dimly lit cabin, cluttered with strange talismans, bones, and old photos pinned to the walls. A fire crackled in the hearth, casting flickering shadows across the room.

Calix sat cross-legged on the floor, his gaze faraway. “Long before this town was built, the Navajo people spoke of men who could become beasts. Skinwalkers. They weren’t born monsters—they were made.”

The firelight danced across his weathered face as he spoke, his voice dipping into a low, hypnotic rhythm. “A man could only become a skinwalker by breaking every taboo—murdering someone close to him. His soul would twist, and with it, his body. He’d wear the skins of animals to hunt, slipping between forms like shadows.”

He paused, his eyes glittering with ancient knowledge. “But it wasn’t just the Navajo. All over the world, there are stories of men turning into beasts. The Norse called them berserkers—warriors who wore the skins of wolves and became wild animals in battle. In France, they feared the loup-garou, a cursed man who wandered the woods beneath the full moon.”

Calix pushed himself to his feet with a groan, shuffling over to a dusty bookshelf. He pulled down an old leather-bound book, its spine cracked and brittle. “There’s more, though,” he whispered, setting the book in front of them. “In Eastern Europe, they believed a man could become a werewolf if he drank water from the paw print of a wolf. And in Haiti, they say the soul can be trapped in an animal’s body through dark magic.”

He flipped through the yellowed pages, stopping at an illustration of a snarling wolf-man, mid-transformation. “A skinwalker doesn’t just change its shape. It changes who you are. It eats away at your soul until there’s nothing human left.” Jesse stared at the image, feeling a cold knot tighten in his stomach. “How do you stop one?”

Calix smiled, but it was a grim, knowing smile. “You don’t. Not easily. But there are ways to trap it. A skinwalker hates silver—more than just a werewolf thing. You can burn sage to weaken its grip on the body, and some say salt can trap its spirit in a circle.”

He closed the book with a heavy thud. “But if you really want to end it? You have to kill the man before he loses his soul. Once he’s fully turned… there’s no going back.”

By the time they left Calix’s cabin, night had fallen. The desert stretched out beneath the cold moon, vast and silent. Jesse glanced at Ty as they walked back to the Bronco. Ty was scratching at his arm again, his nails digging deep into his skin. “You okay?” Jesse asked. Ty gave him a crooked grin, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Yeah. Just… itchy.” Dana frowned. “Itchy how?”

“Like…” Ty trailed off, tilting his head. “Like my skin doesn’t fit right.” He tugged at the collar of his shirt, revealing a patch of raw, peeling skin. “Guess I’m turning into Cujo, huh?” Dana’s expression darkened. “This isn’t funny, Ty.”

“Lighten up.” Ty’s grin faltered, and for the first time all night, Jesse saw something flicker in his friend’s eyes—something wild and dangerous. “Maybe Calix was right,” Ty whispered, almost to himself. “Maybe I’ve been marked.”

Jesse exchanged a worried glance with Dana. Whatever was happening to Ty, it was only just beginning. And it wasn’t going to stop.


Chapter 3: First Blood
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The next day, Iron Maiden’s “The Number of the Beast” blasted from Ty Harris’s Walkman as he strutted through the school hallways. The music bled from his headphones, loud enough that everyone nearby could hear the opening riff. Ty was tapping the rhythm on his thigh, grinning like a madman. His black band tee clung to him, sweat glistening on his skin despite the cool desert morning.

Dana caught up with him by his locker, wrinkling her nose. “You’re seriously cranking this loud at eight in the morning?” Ty pulled off one ear cushion, just enough for her to hear the wailing guitar solo. “C’mon, Dana. Tell me this doesn’t make you feel alive.”

Dana gave him a look. “Fitting song, man.” Ty grinned wide and feral. “Hell yeah.” As she watched him twist the volume even higher, she noticed it again—something wild glimmering in his blue eyes. It made her skin crawl. There was an edge to Ty now, sharper than his usual cockiness. He wasn’t just being his usual reckless self. Something inside him was coming unhinged.

Jesse leaned against the locker beside Dana, his arms crossed, eyes narrowed. “He’s acting weird, right?” Dana nodded, keeping her voice low. “Super weird.” They both watched Ty jam out as if nothing else in the world existed, oblivious to the students flowing around him like a river parting for a boulder.

By the time lunch rolled around, the vibe was off. Ty wasn’t just acting strange—he was actively picking fights. In the cafeteria, he hovered over one of the sophomore jocks, his fists clenched and his jaw tight. “Say that again,” Ty snarled, his voice low and dangerous. The jock, wide-eyed and half-terrified, stammered, “I-I just said your music’s loud—”

“You got a problem with Iron Maiden?” Ty took a step closer, towering over him like a predator. “Say it again. I dare you.” Jesse jumped in, grabbing Ty by the shoulder. “Whoa, man. Chill out.”

Ty’s head snapped toward Jesse, and for a moment, his expression was pure fury—like he didn’t recognize his best friend. But just as quickly, the mask slipped, and Ty plastered on that same lopsided grin. “Relax, man. I was just messing with him.” The jock scrambled away, leaving his tray of food behind. Holly sat down at their usual table, her eyes full of concern. “Ty, what’s going on with you?”

“Nothing.” Ty plopped into his chair and snagged a piece of pizza from Jesse’s tray without asking. “Just hungry.”

“When are you not?” Dana muttered, stirring her soda with a straw. “Starting to think you’ve got a tapeworm or something.”

“Maybe I do.” Ty took a massive bite of pizza, chewing noisily. “Maybe it’s just my animal instincts kicking in.” Holly frowned. “This isn’t funny, Ty. You’re scaring people.” He gave her a crooked grin, his lips still glistening with grease. “Aw, Holly. You know you love me.” She tried to offer him a small, sympathetic smile. “I just think… maybe something’s wrong. If you need to talk—”

“I don’t need to talk,” Ty snapped, his grin vanishing as quickly as it came. His voice turned sharp, cutting. “What, you think I’m some charity case now? Keep your pity, Holly. I don’t need it.” The words hit her like a slap, and Jesse felt his stomach sink. Ty had always been a bit of a jerk, but never to Holly.

Later that afternoon, word spread like wildfire: a body had been found in the desert. The teachers tried to keep it quiet, but rumors were impossible to contain in a town like Black Hollow. Jesse, Dana, and Holly huddled near their lockers, the air buzzing with whispered gossip around them. “They said it was torn to pieces,” Holly murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. “Like… like an animal got to it.”

“Not just any animal,” Dana added grimly. “They said the body looked like it had been… chewed.” Jesse’s gut churned. He glanced toward Ty, who was leaning casually against the lockers, looking far too relaxed for someone who just heard about a mutilated body.

“Man,” Ty said with a grin, “I could really go for some ribs right about now.” Dana stopped mid-sip of her soda, staring at him in horror. “Are you serious right now?” Ty shrugged, the grin still plastered across his face. “What? I’m just saying. Kinda hungry.”

Jesse felt a knot tighten in his chest. Something was wrong—seriously wrong. This wasn’t Ty. At least, not the Ty he knew. Dana leaned closer to Jesse, her voice low and urgent. “We need to figure out what’s happening to him. Fast.”

That night, Jesse stayed at Dana’s house, sprawled out on the old couch in her living room. The TV flickered with the soft glow of a VHS copy of The Thing, one of their favorites, but neither of them was paying much attention.

Dana sat cross-legged on the floor, chewing her thumbnail, deep in thought. “Okay, so… what if Old Man Calix was right? What if Ty is cursed?” Jesse sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know, Dana. I mean, the stuff he was saying… it sounded like one of Ty’s horror stories. Maybe he caught the rabies or something. I mean, you really think he’s turning into some kind of monster?”

“Have you looked at him lately?” Dana shot back. “He’s not just acting weird. He’s… different.” Jesse leaned back against the couch cushions, staring at the ceiling. “Yeah. I know.” For a moment, the only sound was the low hum of the TV. Then Dana spoke again, her voice softer this time. “I’m worried about him, Jesse.” Jesse nodded. “Me too.”

Just then, a low, mournful howl echoed through the night, drifting in through the cracked window. Jesse and Dana froze, their eyes locking in the dim light. “That sounded like it came from Ty’s neighborhood,” Dana whispered. Jesse jumped to his feet, grabbing his jacket. “Let’s go check on him.” Dana didn’t argue. She grabbed her sneakers, and they were out the door in seconds, the cool night air rushing past them as they ran toward Ty’s house.

When they arrived at Ty’s backyard, they found him standing under the moonlight, his shirt clinging to his sweat-drenched skin. His eyes were wild, his breathing ragged. He looked like he’d been through hell. “Ty?” Jesse called softly, stepping closer. Ty’s head snapped toward him, and for a moment, Jesse thought he saw something in his friend’s eyes—something feral, something… not human. “Something’s happening,” Ty whispered, his voice hoarse. “I… I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It hurts man… “

Dana stepped beside Jesse, her expression grim. “We need to get you inside. Now.” Ty shook his head, his hands trembling at his sides. “No… I don’t feel right in there, like it’s a cage. I felt like I was going to snap in there, I feel like I want to hurt someone. What’s happening to me?” Jesse reached out, gripping Ty’s shoulder. “We’re not leaving you, man. We’ll figure this out.” Ty’s laugh was low and bitter. “Yeah. We’ll figure it out”

He doubled over suddenly, clutching his stomach, his breath coming in short, painful gasps. “It’s… it’s like fire inside me. I can’t—”

Jesse and Dana exchanged a terrified glance. This was only the beginning. And they knew, deep down, that whatever was happening to Ty… was about to get a lot worse.


Chapter 4: The Call of the Mine
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The Bronco bounced along the cracked desert road, kicking up clouds of dust. The sun hung low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the scrubland. Inside the Bronco, Jesse tapped the steering wheel to the beat of Blue Öyster Cult’s “Don’t Fear the Reaper”, blaring from the tape deck. The cassette had warped slightly from too many hot days in the glove box, but the sound was still good enough.

Holly leaned back in the passenger seat, the wind whipping her hair through the open window. “I still don’t know why it’s always some cursed mine or creepy forest. Can’t these supernatural things happen somewhere… nice? Like, I don’t know, the mall?”

Dana, squished between Jesse and Holly, rolled her eyes. “What’s scarier? A cursed Hot Topic or a haunted Cinnabon?”

“I mean,” Jesse grinned, “those pretzels are dangerous.”

“You’re all ridiculous,” Dana muttered, kicking her feet up onto the dash. Jesse turned onto a dirt path leading toward Old Man Calix’s cabin, the tires crunching over gravel. “Alright, listen. We’re only here because Calix might know something. Just… let me do the talking, okay?”

“Why? Afraid I’ll offend his delicate sensibilities?” Dana smirked. “You offended me within five minutes of meeting me,” Holly teased. “And you liked it,” Dana shot back, flashing a mischievous grin.

They rolled to a stop in front of Calix’s rickety cabin, an oddball assortment of bones and feathers hanging from the eaves, clinking softly in the dry wind. A ring of sage bundles burned on the porch, releasing a thick herbal scent that made Dana wrinkle her nose.

“Lovely,” Dana muttered. “It’s like Martha Stewart meets the Addams Family.” Jesse ignored her and knocked on the door. A moment later, the door creaked open, and there stood Old Man Calix, barefoot, wearing an oversized flannel shirt and a wild, scraggly beard that looked like it could house small animals.

“You again,” Calix rasped, his eyes sharp despite his age. “Didn’t think I’d see you kids back here so soon.”

“We need answers,” Jesse said. “About the curse. And… the Silver Mine.” At the mention of the mine, Calix’s expression darkened. He opened the door wider and motioned them inside. “Come on. You’re gonna wanna sit down for this.”

The inside of the cabin was cluttered—books stacked haphazardly on every surface, animal bones strung along the ceiling, and the smell of burning sage thick in the air. Calix motioned them to sit on a faded couch, then lowered himself into an armchair, his joints creaking with the effort.

“So,” Calix began, his voice low and gravelly, “you want to know about the Silver Mine? Well, the curse didn’t start there, but it sure as hell lives there.”

He grabbed a battered leather journal from a nearby shelf, the pages yellowed and brittle. “This mine has been a stain on this land for longer than this town’s existed. See, back in the 1800s, settlers found silver here. Thought they struck it rich.” He flipped the journal open to a sketch of miners digging in a dark tunnel. “But what they didn’t know was that they were digging into something they shouldn’t have.”

“What kind of something?” Holly asked, leaning forward. Calix’s eyes gleamed. “The bones of the earth. See, there’s old stories—older than anything in your textbooks—that say some places aren’t meant to be touched. The Silver Mine? It’s one of those places. The ground there… it’s cursed. It doesn’t just make skinwalkers—it feeds them.”

Dana shot Jesse a look that said, Told you this guy’s out of his mind. But Jesse shushed her with a subtle nod, encouraging Calix to continue.

“The first miners were Navajo men—prisoners forced to work by the white settlers,” Calix continued, his voice taking on a rhythmic cadence, as if telling a story by firelight. “They knew the land was wrong. They begged to be spared from digging deeper. But the overseers didn’t care. They drove those poor souls down into the belly of the earth.”

He flipped another page, revealing a drawing of a large cavern filled with bones. “Some say those miners tried to escape, but the mine… it wouldn’t let them. They went mad down there. Started wearing the skins of animals—coyotes, wolves, whatever they could find. The overseers thought they were hiding from them. But no. They weren’t hiding.” Calix paused, his gaze distant, haunted. “They were becoming.” Dana scoffed. “What, they just decided to turn into wolves one day?”

“It ain’t a decision,” Calix snapped. “It’s a hunger. It gets inside you, works its way under your skin. You start wearing the hides of animals to trick it, but before long… it’s wearin’ you.” He leaned forward, his eyes glinting. “That mine is a breeding ground for it. Once you’ve been touched by the curse, the land pulls at you. It wants you to come back. The deeper you go, the harder it is to leave.”

Calix pulled out a handful of sage bundles, running his fingers over the dried leaves. “If you’re gonna go back there, you need to take precautions.”

“Back?” Jesse asked, alarmed. Calix chuckled darkly. “Oh, you’ll go. One way or another, you’ll end up there. But listen close, ‘cause this might save your sorry hides.”

He pointed at the journal. “Salt lines. You lay ‘em thick around wherever you sleep. And silver. It won’t stop a skinwalker, but it’ll slow ‘em down. Burn some sage—keeps the curse from getting a hold of your mind, and here, take this silver pendant, wear it.” Calix’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “But if one of you gets fully turned? There ain’t no saving ‘em. You take silver, and you put it through their heart. You don’t hesitate.”

The sun had dipped below the horizon by the time the group left Calix’s cabin. As they drove deeper into the desert, the moon rose, casting an eerie glow over the rocky landscape. “I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Dana muttered. “This is like… top-tier stupidity.” Holly giggled. “Welcome to every day of our lives.”

Jesse’s hands tightened on the wheel as the mine came into view—a yawning black entrance, half-collapsed and covered in dry vines. A rusted sign nearby read: KEEP OUT—CURSED LAND.

“Well, that’s inviting,” Dana said dryly. The air inside the mine was thick with dust and the smell of decaying wood. Their flashlights cut narrow beams through the darkness, revealing strange carvings etched into the walls—the same symbols they’d seen in Calix’s journal. “This place gives me the creeps,” Holly whispered. “Same,” Jesse muttered, brushing cobwebs from his hair.

As they ventured deeper, they found animal pelts draped over wooden beams, along with small totems made of bone. A cold wind seemed to whistle through the narrow tunnels, though there was no breeze outside. At the deepest point, they stumbled into a large chamber filled with scattered bones—human and animal, all jumbled together in a grotesque display. “Oh god,” Dana whispered, her voice trembling.

Jesse’s flashlight beam settled on a grinning skull, its empty eyesockets staring back at him. “Welcome to the birthplace of nightmares,” Holly muttered. As they stood among the bones, Ty’s body began to convulse. He dropped to his knees, clutching his sides, his breath coming in ragged gasps.

“It’s happening,” Jesse whispered in horror. “He’s changing.” Ty’s skin began to peel, revealing patches of coarse fur underneath. His eyes flashed yellow in the dim light. “Get me out of here,” Ty gasped, his voice distorted. “I—can’t—stay—” Jesse grabbed his arm. “We’re not leaving you behind.”

They scrambled back through the tunnels, the walls seeming to close in around them. Rocks shifted overhead, and the sound of a distant growl echoed through the mine. “Go, go, go!” Dana shouted, shoving Jesse forward. They burst out into the night just as the entrance collapsed behind them, sealing whatever horror lived inside.

As they sat by the Bronco, Ty’s symptoms worsened. His hands trembled, and his skin continued to peel, fur spreading like wildfire beneath the surface. “It hurts,” Ty whispered, his voice barely audible. Jesse looked at his friend, fear gripping his chest. “We’ll figure this out, Ty. I promise.” But even as he spoke the words, Jesse knew the truth: Time was running out. And the real nightmare was only just beginning.


Chapter 5: Nightfall Madness
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The wind whipped across the cracked desert pavement as Jesse’s Bronco skidded into his driveway. They spilled out of the car, Ty collapsing onto his hands and knees, panting like a wounded animal. His skin was flushed and glistening with sweat, his muscles twitching uncontrollably beneath the surface.

“Get him inside!” Jesse shouted, adrenaline surging as he pulled Ty to his feet. Dana grabbed Ty’s other arm, her expression grim. “God, he’s burning up,” Dana muttered, struggling to keep her grip as Ty staggered toward the garage. “Come on, man! Stay with us,” Jesse urged, half-carrying Ty through the open door. Ty’s head lolled back, his pupils blown wide, yellow bleeding into the edges of his irises.

They dropped Ty onto the workbench in the corner of the cluttered garage. The space smelled of oil, sawdust, and damp concrete—normally comforting, but now stifling and suffocating. Ty curled in on himself, his entire body convulsing, fingers clawing at his arms as if trying to tear off his own skin.

Holly shut the garage door behind them with a loud clang, sealing them inside. “What do we do now?” she asked, panic flickering in her voice. Jesse knelt beside Ty, his heart pounding in his chest. “We just keep him calm. Maybe it’ll pass.” Dana threw up her hands. “That’s your plan? Keep him calm? Jesse, look at him! He’s one bad mood swing away from ripping our faces off.”

“I’m fine,” Ty muttered, though the words came out slurred. His skin twitched again, a ripple running along his forearm like a snake moving beneath it. “I just… need a minute.” Holly leaned closer, trying to smooth Ty’s damp hair away from his forehead. “You’re not fine. You’re really not fine.”

Ty jerked away from her touch with a sudden snarl, his lip curling to reveal teeth that looked sharper than they should. Everyone froze. “That’s… not normal,” Dana whispered.

Jesse stood up, fists clenched. “We just need to hold on until morning, alright? We’ve been through worse.” Dana glared at him. “Worse? We’ve never been through this, Jesse! Your best friend is turning into Cujo, and you’re acting like a pep talk’s gonna fix it.”

Ty sat up suddenly, grinning. “Told you,” he rasped, his voice thick with amusement. “Turning into Cujo.”

“This isn’t funny!” Dana snapped.

“Lighten up, Dana,” Ty sneered. “You sound like a teacher.” Dana shot forward, her finger pointed at Ty’s face. “You want me to take this seriously? Fine. Let’s start by tying you to a chair before you eat one of us.”

Ty’s grin widened, but there was something feral behind it now. “You scared of me, Dana?”

“I’m scared of what happens if we let you run loose,” Dana growled. “Enough,” Jesse cut in, stepping between them. “We’re not tying anyone up.”

“Then what?” Dana demanded, rounding on Jesse. “We just sit around, hoping the curse doesn’t get worse? Face it—your friend’s gone.” Jesse’s jaw tightened. “He’s not gone.”

“Maybe not yet,” Dana shot back, “but he will be.” Holly put a hand on Dana’s shoulder, trying to calm her down. “Look, let’s just… breathe, okay? We’re all scared.”

“I’m not scared,” Ty whispered, but the look in his eyes said otherwise. The garage grew eerily quiet, the only sound the soft hum of a flickering lightbulb overhead. Ty doubled over again, his hands clutching at his arms, scratching until strips of skin began to peel away. “Oh god…” Holly whispered, covering her mouth. Beneath the torn skin, they saw patches of fur, dark and coarse. Claws had started to replace his fingernails, curling into sharp points. Ty’s breath came in ragged gasps, each one accompanied by a low, guttural growl. Jesse knelt beside him, gripping Ty’s shoulder. “You’re still with us, man. You’re gonna fight this, okay?”

“I… I don’t know how much longer I can,” Ty whispered, his voice cracked and hoarse. His hands twitched uncontrollably, the claws raking shallow cuts across his arms. “You’re not alone,” Jesse said quietly. “We’ve got you.”

Ty looked up at him, and for a moment, his eyes softened. But then his expression twisted again, pain flashing across his face. “It’s… in my bones, Jess. I can feel it.” Ty let out a sudden, animalistic roar and shoved Jesse backward with unnatural strength. He staggered to his feet, his movements jerky and uneven, like a puppet on broken strings.

“Ty, wait!” Holly shouted as he staggered toward the door. With a deafening crash, Ty smashed through the wooden barricade, splinters flying everywhere. He disappeared into the night, his figure a blur of shadow and fur under the moonlight.

Jesse scrambled to his feet. “We have to go after him.” Dana threw up her hands. “You’re seriously chasing him into the desert? What’s next, hand-feeding him steak tartare?”

“He’s our friend, Dana,” Jesse snapped, already grabbing a flashlight from the workbench. “I’m not leaving him out there.” Holly nodded. “I’m with Jesse. We have to try.” Dana let out a groan of frustration but grabbed her jacket. “Fine. But if he eats me, I’m haunting both of you.”

The night air was cold and biting as they sprinted into the desert, flashlights cutting narrow beams through the darkness. The wind howled, kicking up dust clouds that stung their eyes and made it hard to see more than a few feet ahead.

“He’s moving fast,” Jesse panted, scanning the horizon. “He can’t have gone far.” A distant howl echoed through the desert, low and mournful. It sent a chill down Jesse’s spine—part human, part animal, and entirely unnatural. “Great,” Dana muttered. “Now he’s doing the whole werewolf serenade.” Holly’s flashlight flickered, the beam sputtering out. She smacked it against her palm, frustration bubbling over. “You gotta be shittin’ me.”

They pressed on, weaving between boulders and jagged rock formations, the moon casting long shadows that danced at the edges of their vision. Every rustle of the wind, every crunch of gravel beneath their feet, felt like a warning: Something was out here.

They finally found Ty at the base of a rocky outcrop, crouched low, his limbs twisted into an unnatural posture. He looked up as they approached, his eyes glowing yellow, his breath coming in ragged snarls. His hands—now fully claws—dug deep into the dirt, as if trying to ground himself.

“Ty,” Jesse said, stepping forward cautiously. “It’s us. We’re here to help.” For a moment, Ty’s eyes flickered with recognition. “Jess…” he rasped, his voice cracking. “It’s… too late.”

“No, it’s not,” Jesse insisted, taking another step closer. “We can fix this.” But Ty shook his head, a pained smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t… wanna hurt you, man.” Dana stood a few feet back, clutching a crowbar she’d grabbed from the garage. “Jesse, we have to do something. Now.”

“Wait,” Jesse said, holding up a hand. “I can reach him.” Ty’s body twitched again, the muscles in his neck bulging unnaturally. His face contorted in agony, and he let out a low, guttural growl.

“Go,” Ty whispered through gritted teeth. “Before… I…” Before Ty could finish, he lunged toward Jesse, but at the last second, he veered off, sprinting into the night. The group stood frozen, breathless and shaken. “Where the hell is he going?” Dana asked, her voice shaky.

“I don’t know,” Jesse whispered, watching Ty’s figure disappear into the distance. Suddenly, Holly gasped, staggering to her knees. Jesse and Dana rushed to her side. “Holly?” Jesse whispered, panic rising in his chest. She looked up at him, her face pale, and pulled back the sleeve of her jacket. Her skin had started to peel, revealing tufts of fur underneath.

“It’s… happening,” Holly whispered, her voice trembling. Jesse’s stomach dropped as the horrifying realization set in. Now, it wasn’t just Ty they had to save. Holly was next.


Chapter 6: Prey and Predator
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The cold desert air bit at Jesse’s face as they stumbled out of the wrecked gas station. Ty’s howls echoed in the night, twisting the silence into something raw and dangerous. “Holly, we have to keep moving!” Jesse urged, gripping her by the arm. Holly’s breaths were short and panicked, her pupils blown wide. Her hand hovered over the spot on her forearm where her skin had started peeling, revealing small tufts of fur beneath. “It’s happening,” she whispered, her voice trembling with fear.

“Not yet,” Jesse whispered, pulling her closer. “We’ve still got time. We just have to get somewhere safe.” Dana marched ahead, the crowbar resting on her shoulder like a soldier ready for war. “Safe? In this desert? While Cujo is running around? Yeah, good luck with that.”

Holly stumbled, almost falling to her knees. Jesse caught her just in time. “Come on,” he whispered to Holly. “You can fight this.”

“I don’t think I can,” she whispered, tears welling in her eyes. “It’s already in me.” The group pushed through the glass door of the abandoned gas station, the faded neon sign above flickering in and out. Dust coated every surface, and the shelves were lined with rusted tools and expired snacks.

“Home sweet home,” Dana muttered, kicking an empty soda can across the floor. Jesse led Holly to a tattered couch in the corner. She sank into it, shivering uncontrollably. Jesse crouched beside her, brushing a stray hair out of her face.

“We’ll figure this out,” he whispered. “We just need to get through tonight.” Dana dropped her crowbar onto the counter with a loud clang and spun to face Jesse. “What’s the plan, genius? We gonna sit here and hope Ty doesn’t come back to finish the job?”

Jesse glared at her. “I don’t see you coming up with any brilliant ideas.” Dana folded her arms. “How about we start by dealing with the obvious? Holly is turning, and we don’t have time to babysit her.”

“I’m not babysitting her!” Jesse snapped. “She’s our friend.”

“Yeah? So was Ty,” Dana said coldly. “Look how that turned out.” Holly wiped her eyes, her voice trembling. “I can still fight it. I know I can.” Dana let out a bitter laugh. “You sound just like Ty did. And now he’s running around the desert like a rabid wolf.” Jesse stepped between Dana and Holly, his fists clenched. “We’re not giving up on her. We just need more time.”

“Time we don’t have,” Dana hissed. “You saw what Ty became. You want that to happen to Holly?”

“No,” Jesse said through gritted teeth. “But I’m not going to abandon her.” The tension in the room was suffocating. Holly curled up on the couch, her breath coming in shallow gasps, her hands clutching her peeling skin. “I can feel it inside me,” Holly whispered. “It’s… changing me.”

Suddenly, the windows of the gas station exploded inward—glass shards flying like shrapnel. The wind howled through the broken windows, and a shadow moved in the doorway. Ty. Or at least what used to be Ty. He stepped into the room on all fours, his limbs elongated and twisted, fur sprouting in patches across his body. His eyes glowed yellow, his jaw stretched unnaturally wide, revealing jagged teeth.

“Holy shit man…” Dana whispered, raising her crowbar. Ty let out a low, guttural snarl and lunged at Dana. She swung the crowbar, but Ty was too fast. He tackled her to the ground, his claws slicing through her jacket, leaving deep gashes in her arm.

“Dana!” Jesse shouted, grabbing a rusty pipe from the floor. He swung the pipe with all his strength, cracking it against Ty’s side. Ty yelped in pain and scrambled backward, his glowing eyes locking onto Jesse.

Ty pounced again, but this time, Jesse was ready. He sidestepped the attack and brought the pipe down hard on Ty’s back. Ty let out a furious snarl and lashed out with his claws, barely missing Jesse’s throat. Dana staggered to her feet, gripping her crowbar tightly despite the blood dripping from her arm. “We need to get out of here!” she shouted. “No!” Jesse yelled. “We end this now.”

The group fought desperately, using every weapon they could find—pipes, crowbars, even broken tools from the shelves. Ty moved with inhuman speed, his body a blur of fur and shadow.

At one point, Ty hesitated, his yellow eyes flickering with recognition as he locked eyes with Jesse. “Ty…” Jesse whispered, lowering his weapon. “You’re still in there. I know you are.” For a brief moment, Ty’s snarl softened. His body trembled as if he was fighting against the curse.

But then the curse took hold once more. Ty let out a deafening roar and sprinted out of the gas station, disappearing into the night. The group stood frozen, breathless and bleeding, the sound of Ty’s howls echoing in the distance.

“Is he ever gonna stop running?” Dana muttered, pressing a hand to her injured arm. Jesse didn’t answer. He knelt beside Holly, who was curled up on the couch, her body twitching violently.

“It’s getting worse,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face. “I can’t… stop it.” Dana crouched beside Jesse, her expression hard. “We have to leave her.” Jesse glared at her. “We’re not leaving anyone.”

“You’re not thinking straight,” Dana said. “If we stay here, we all die. Is that what you want?” Holly looked up at Jesse, her eyes filled with fear. “If… if I lose control…” she whispered. “You know what you have to do.”

“No,” Jesse whispered, shaking his head. “There’s still a way.” Holly gasped, clutching her head as another wave of pain wracked her body. “Calix… He said… something about the mine.” Jesse’s heart skipped a beat. “What?” Holly struggled to speak through the pain. “He said… the curse can still be anchored. But we have to go… back to the mine.”

Dana groaned. “Great. Just what I always wanted—to crawl through a haunted mine with a werewolf and a time bomb.” But Jesse’s mind was already racing. The mine. It was their only chance. He stood, helping Holly to her feet. “We’re going back. We’re going to end this.” Dana looked at Jesse like he’d lost his mind. “You’re seriously taking her back to that hellhole?”

“Yes,” Jesse said firmly. “We have to.” Dana stared at him for a long moment, then sighed. “Fine. But if she turns, I’m not holding back.” Jesse gave her a grim nod. “Neither am I.” They stood in the shattered remains of the gas station, the moonlight casting long shadows across the desert. “Alright,” Jesse said quietly. “Let’s end this.”

And with that, the group set off into the night, ready to face whatever horrors waited for them in the depths of the Silver Mine.


Chapter 7: Feeding the Beast
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The Bronco rattled down the lonely dirt road, the high beams cutting through the night like a dull knife through old fabric. Jesse gripped the steering wheel tighter than necessary, his knuckles pale against the cracked leather cover. The desert air crept through the windows, cold and sharp, carrying with it the faint scent of dry sagebrush and dust.

In the passenger seat, Holly sat hunched, her jacket pulled tight around her. She stared down at her hands, now trembling slightly, the edges of her fingernails darker than they had been earlier that day. Every so often, she rubbed at the spot on her forearm where the skin had begun to peel.

Jesse kept glancing at her, his gut twisting with guilt. It was happening. Slowly, but happening all the same. “You good?” Jesse asked, though he already knew the answer. Holly gave a small, hollow laugh. “Yeah, totally. Just turning into a monster. No big deal.”

“You’re not a monster,” Jesse muttered, though the words felt like a weak shield against the inevitable. From the back seat, Dana shifted restlessly, her eyes glued to the passing landscape outside. “So… what’s the plan again? We find Ty, fight off whatever the hell is in that mine, and maybe, just maybe, we don’t all die?”

“That’s the gist,” Jesse said, gripping the wheel tighter. Dana sighed, running a hand through her tangled hair. “We are so screwed.” Jesse exhaled through his nose but didn’t argue. She wasn’t wrong.

The Bronco hit a pothole, causing Dana to jolt forward in her seat. “Jesus, could you try not to kill us before the werewolves do?”

“Maybe you could drive next time,” Jesse shot back, his tone sharper than intended. “Right, because the apocalypse is the perfect time to get my license.”

A tense silence settled in the car as the headlights swept across the landscape—a sea of rocks, twisted mesquite, and cacti. The horizon seemed endless, the night sky studded with stars that looked almost too bright, like they were watching. Jesse’s foot tapped nervously on the pedal. The weight of the past few days hung heavy between them, thicker than the desert air.

Holly shifted beside him. “You think… if we stop this, I’ll—” She broke off, her voice faltering. “You’ll be fine,” Jesse said quickly, too quickly. Holly gave him a sad smile. “I appreciate the lie.” In the back seat, Dana let out a frustrated sigh. “I still think we should’ve left her somewhere safe.”

“I’m right here,” Holly snapped, turning to glare at her. “And guess what? I’m not interested in being dumped at some gas station like a ticking time bomb.” Dana crossed her arms. “I’m just saying—”

“I know exactly what you’re saying,” Holly cut her off. “And I don’t need your paranoia right now.” Jesse tightened his grip on the wheel, glancing between the two of them. “Can we not do this? Please?” Dana scoffed, slumping back in her seat. “Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you when things go south.”

“They’ve already gone south, Dana,” Jesse muttered under his breath.

The Silver Mine appeared out of the darkness like a mouth waiting to swallow them whole. The entrance was framed by a crumbling wooden arch, the words Silverthorn Mine barely visible under layers of dirt and graffiti. Vines clung to the beams, withered and black, as if even the plant life knew better than to grow here.

Jesse parked the Bronco just outside the mine’s entrance and killed the engine. The sudden silence was deafening, broken only by the faint whistling of the wind through the rocks. “Well,” Dana said, hefting her crowbar onto her shoulder. “Here we are. End of the line.” Holly shivered, pulling her jacket tighter. “God, it looks worse than last time.”

Jesse swung open his door, the cold night air biting at his skin as he stepped out. “Let’s make this quick.”

“Yeah,” Dana muttered, eyeing the darkness ahead. “Quick. Sure.” The group squeezed through the mine’s narrow entrance, their flashlights flickering weak beams of light into the suffocating blackness. The walls of the tunnel were lined with old, rotting beams, sagging under the weight of decades of neglect. The air smelled of rust, earth, and decay, thick and stale.

The sound of their footsteps echoed eerily, as if the mine was breathing with them. “Anyone else getting serious ‘we’re gonna die down here’ vibes?” Dana whispered, her voice barely audible over the crunch of gravel beneath their boots. Jesse ignored her and kept moving forward, his flashlight beam bouncing off the jagged walls. Holly trailed behind him, her breathing shallow.

“How much farther?” Holly whispered. “Don’t know,” Jesse said. “Just keep moving.” They reached a fork in the tunnel, the left path sloping down into what looked like a deep pit, while the right led into another narrow passage.

“Which way, fearless leader?” Dana asked, the sarcasm thick in her voice. Jesse shined his flashlight down both paths, his heart pounding. Every choice felt like the wrong one. Before he could decide, a faint sound echoed through the tunnel—a low, mournful howl that sent shivers down his spine. “Right,” Jesse whispered. “We go right.”

The passage opened into a massive cavern, the ceiling lost in darkness. Their flashlights revealed bones scattered across the floor—not just animal bones, but human remains, twisted and broken.

“Oh… my God,” Holly whispered, her hand covering her mouth. Jesse knelt, shining his flashlight on a skull. Its empty eye sockets seemed to stare back at him, as if warning him to turn back.

Dana kicked a small pile of bones with her boot. “This place just gets better and better.” Jesse stood, his stomach churning. “Let’s keep moving.”

They carefully picked their way through the sea of bones, their footsteps muffled by the soft crunch of ancient remains. Holly stumbled, nearly falling, but Jesse caught her just in time. “You okay?” he whispered. Holly nodded weakly. “Yeah. Just… dizzy.”

The deeper they moved into the belly of the mine, the heavier the air became, thick with the scent of old rot and damp earth. Their flashlights flickered, casting long, jittery shadows on the walls. The bones beneath their feet crunched softly, each step making it harder to ignore the creeping sense that something terrible had happened here—and was still happening.

Jesse adjusted the flashlight in his hand, the beam bouncing off a jagged symbol carved deep into the rock. “Look at this,” he said, tracing the design with his fingers. Dana leaned closer, her flashlight flickering. “Looks like the same symbols from Calix’s journal…” Holly swayed on her feet, blinking slowly. “It’s… it’s not just symbols,” she whispered. “It’s… instructions. Rituals.” Dana frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I… I don’t know,” Holly whispered. “It’s like I can… hear them. Like they’re trying to tell me something.” Dana took a step back, her hand tightening on the crowbar. “Yeah, well, let’s hope you don’t start listening.” Jesse tried to steady Holly, his heart pounding in his chest. “We have to keep moving.”

They continued deeper, the mine walls closing in around them, the path narrowing until they had to crouch to pass through. As they emerged into another chamber, the smell hit them—sickly sweet, like spoiled meat. The walls were covered in scratches and tufts of fur, and a large, rotting carcass lay in the center of the room, half-eaten and swarmed by flies.

“Jesus…” Dana muttered, covering her nose with the sleeve of her jacket. “What the hell is this place?” Holly stopped short, her eyes wide. “This is… his.”

“His?” Jesse asked. “Ty’s,” Holly whispered. “He’s been… feeding.” Before they could react, a low growl rumbled through the air, and Ty emerged from the shadows at the edge of the chamber. He was no longer even remotely human—his limbs were twisted, his back hunched, and his face elongated into a muzzle filled with jagged teeth. His yellow eyes burned with hunger.

“Ty…” Jesse whispered, lowering his flashlight. “It’s me. You don’t have to do this.” For a moment, the monster hesitated, tilting its head as if recognizing Jesse’s voice. Then it snarled and lunged.

The chamber erupted into chaos. Ty moved like a shadow, all sinew and fury, his claws slashing through the air. Jesse barely dodged, stumbling backward as Dana swung her crowbar with a scream.

The metal connected with a sickening thud, and Ty let out a pained snarl, staggering to the side. But it only seemed to make him angrier. He lashed out, catching Dana across the chest and sending her crashing into the wall. “Dana!” Jesse shouted, but Ty was already on him.

The monster’s claws tore through Jesse’s jacket as he fought desperately to keep Ty’s snapping jaws away from his throat. Holly scrambled across the floor, grabbing a rusted wrench and hurling it at Ty. It hit him square in the head, momentarily dazing him.

“Jesse, get up!” Dana shouted, dragging herself to her feet, blood trickling from her lip. Jesse lunged for the silver pendant hanging around his neck—the one Calix had given them—and slammed it against Ty’s chest. The beast let out a howl of agony, the silver burning into his flesh like acid. Ty recoiled, his body convulsing as smoke curled from the burn. For a brief moment, Ty’s yellow eyes flickered—a spark of humanity breaking through the curse. “Jesse…” he whispered, his voice rough and broken. “Help me… please.”

Jesse froze, torn between the monster Ty had become and the friend he used to know. He knew what had to be done, but his heart screamed against it. Dana limped over, her face pale and streaked with dirt. “We have to end this, Jesse.”

“No,” Jesse whispered, shaking his head. “There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t,” Dana said firmly, raising the crowbar. “We can’t save him.”

“Jesse…” Ty whispered again, his voice barely audible. “Please…” Jesse’s hands trembled as he gripped the pendant tighter. He knew Ty was already gone, swallowed by the curse—but hearing his friend’s voice, even just for a moment, made the decision feel impossible. “Jesse!” Dana shouted. “We don’t have time!”

With a broken sob, Jesse thrust the pendant into Ty’s chest one final time. The beast let out a shattering howl, its body writhing in agony as the silver burned through the last remnants of its cursed soul. Ty’s form collapsed, twisting back into his human shape as the life left his eyes. It was over.

Jesse sank to his knees, gasping for breath as the weight of what he’d done crushed him. He looked down at Ty’s lifeless body, tears streaming down his face.

Holly sat beside him, her hands shaking as she tried to process everything. Her own transformation had halted—the curse, now broken, had lost its grip on her. “We did it,” she whispered, though her voice was hollow. “It’s over.”

Dana wiped the blood from her mouth and leaned heavily on the crowbar. “Yeah… it’s over.” But the victory felt empty. The cost had been too high. They left the mine in silence, the first light of dawn breaking over the desert as they emerged from the darkness.

Jesse stood at the entrance, staring out at the vast, empty landscape. The curse was broken, but it had taken everything from him—his friend, his sense of hope, and a part of himself that he knew he’d never get back. “Come on,” Dana said quietly, resting a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go home.” Jesse nodded, though he knew nothing would ever feel like home again.


Chapter 8: The Curse Tightens
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The night air settled heavy over Black Hollow, the town wrapped in a cold, still quiet, but it was the kind of quiet that felt wrong, as though everything was just waiting to erupt. Jesse, Holly, and Dana trudged along the empty streets, their breath visible in the cold air as Ty’s death hung between them like a curse of its own.

Jesse’s shoulders slumped under the weight of it—every step felt like it was pulling him deeper into the memory of Ty’s last moments, the flash of human recognition in his friend’s eyes before the curse took everything. He tried not to look at Holly, whose condition was growing worse by the hour. She’d wrapped her arms around herself, her jacket drawn tight, but it couldn’t hide the peeling skin around her wrists and neck. Every so often, she twitched, scratching furiously at the raw patches as if she could scrape the curse away.

“I can hear it,” Holly whispered, her voice shaky, like she was afraid to say it too loud. “Hear what?” Jesse asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the answer. “The curse,” Holly whispered, staring into the distance with wide, glazed eyes. “It’s… speaking to me.”

Dana walked a few steps ahead, her crowbar resting against her shoulder, jaw tight. She hadn’t said much since Ty died, but when she did speak, her words were sharp, jagged things meant to cut. “We shouldn’t be dragging her along,” Dana said over her shoulder, not bothering to keep her voice down. “You know what’s going to happen.”

“She’s not Ty,” Jesse snapped, the frustration bubbling up in his chest. “We’re not giving up on her.” Dana stopped abruptly, turning on Jesse with fire in her eyes. “This isn’t about giving up, Jesse. It’s about surviving. Look at her!” She jabbed a finger toward Holly, who stood quietly, her arms trembling as she scratched at her peeling skin. “She’s not going to make it. She knows it. You know it. So stop pretending like we have a happy ending waiting for us.”

“You don’t know that,” Jesse shot back, his hands balling into fists. Dana’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah, I do. Ty thought he could fight it too, remember? How’d that work out?” Jesse opened his mouth to argue, but Holly’s voice cut through the tension, quiet and cracked. “Can you both… stop?”

The exhaustion in her voice silenced them. Jesse’s heart twisted in his chest—she looked so small, standing there with her head bowed, her skin patchy and raw, as though she was already slipping away piece by piece. “I’m still here,” Holly whispered. “For now, so can we please just get this shit done without any more bitching”?”

Dana shifted her weight and winced, the motion too fast for her to hide. She gritted her teeth, her hand drifting unconsciously to the deep gash on her arm—the one she got from Ty during the fight. The wound hadn’t healed. It looked worse now, the edges swollen and red.

“You okay?” Jesse asked, his voice softening despite the anger still simmering inside him. “Fine,” Dana muttered, pulling her sleeve down over the injury. “Don’t worry about me.” But Jesse could see the signs—the slight twitch in her hands, the tension in her jaw. She was infected, just like Ty. Just like Holly. And time was running out.

The group moved through the quiet streets, the air unnervingly still. But something wasn’t right—Jesse could feel it in his bones, like the town itself was holding its breath.

They passed a row of houses, their windows dark and lifeless. A dog stood in the middle of the road, staring at them with unblinking eyes. It was a scrawny thing—fur patchy and skin stretched tight over bones—but something in its yellow eyes made Jesse’s skin crawl. “Don’t get too close,” Dana muttered, eyeing the animal warily.

The dog tilted its head, its lips pulling back in a snarl that revealed sharp, jagged teeth. It let out a low, guttural growl before turning and sprinting into the shadows, disappearing into the night.

“That’s not normal,” Holly whispered, clutching her arms tighter. Jesse nodded grimly. It wasn’t just people that the curse was spreading to. Animals—dogs, birds, coyotes—were all beginning to show the signs, and it wouldn’t be long before the whole town was infected.

They stopped at the edge of town, huddling near an old service station with flickering neon lights. As they debated their next move, a figure appeared from the shadows—a grizzled old man with a tattered jacket and a long rifle slung over his shoulder.

“Evenin’,” the man said with a crooked grin, lighting a cigarette with shaking hands. “Heard you folks been lookin’ for trouble.” Dana tightened her grip on the crowbar, eyeing the stranger suspiciously. “Who the hell are you?”

The man blew out a puff of smoke, the lines on his weathered face deepening. “Name’s Drifter Dan. Been out here long enough to know when things start smellin’ like death.” He gave them a slow once-over. “Looks like you kids are knee-deep in it.” Jesse frowned. “What do you know about the curse?”

Dan chuckled dryly, tapping the ashes off his cigarette. “Know enough to stay the hell away from it, but I figure you’re not the type to turn back.” He unslung his rifle, leaning on it like a walking stick. “You’re headed for the burial ground, ain’tcha?”

“How do you know about that?” Dana asked, her voice sharp with suspicion. “Everyone out here knows the stories,” Dan said with a shrug. “I happen to know where it is.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a crumpled map, handing it to Jesse.

“This’ll get you there,” Dan said. “But you better move fast. The longer you wait, the harder it’s gonna be to stop that thing.” He gave Holly a pointed look, his grin fading. “You don’t have much time.”

Jesse unfolded the map, the old paper soft and faded from years of wear. It marked a path that led deep into the desert, beyond the Silverthorn Mine, to a place marked only by an ancient ring of stones.

“This is it,” Jesse whispered, tracing the route with his finger. “The burial ground.” Dana frowned, crossing her arms. “So what? We just follow this map and hope for the best?”

“It’s all we’ve got,” Jesse said, folding the map and slipping it into his pocket. Holly shifted beside him, her breathing shallow. “I can feel it… pulling me,” she whispered. “Like… like it’s calling me home.”

Jesse’s heart clenched at the words. They were running out of time, and Holly was slipping away faster than they could keep up. “Then we don’t wait,” Jesse said, his voice firm. “We go now.”

Dana shot him a look but didn’t argue. “Fine. But if anything goes wrong…” She didn’t finish the sentence, but the warning was clear. Jesse nodded. “We won’t let it.” With the map in hand and no other options, the group gathered what supplies they could find and prepared to leave. The night stretched out before them, vast and cold, with the stars hanging heavy above the desert like silent witnesses to their fate.

As they set out into the wilderness, the tension between them simmered just beneath the surface. Jesse kept close to Holly, watching for any signs of her slipping further into the curse. Dana marched ahead, her eyes scanning the horizon for danger, her movements sharp and efficient despite the pain gnawing at her arm.

They knew this was their last chance. If they couldn’t reach the burial ground in time—if they couldn’t perform the ritual—then the curse would consume them all. And there would be no coming back.


Chapter 9: The Burial Ground
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The desert night was a graveyard—cold, still, and silent as a held breath. Above, the sky stretched black and vast, devoid of stars, with only a sliver of moon casting pale light over the jagged landscape. Jesse, Holly, and Dana trudged through the sand, the distant rustle of dry branches the only sound accompanying their footsteps. Every step they took felt wrong, like the earth itself knew they were trespassing on something ancient.

They stopped at the top of a low hill, staring down at the ring of stones below, encircling what looked like a forgotten wound in the desert. The stones stood at crooked angles, half-sunk into the dirt, their surfaces etched with jagged symbols that seemed to hum with energy, as though they had been waiting for someone to notice them.

“This is it,” Jesse whispered, more to himself than anyone else. The words felt heavy in the air, thick with the weight of something unseen—something hungry. Holly shivered next to him, her breath shaky and uneven. “I feel it,” she whispered. “It knows we’re here.” Dana shot her a look, gripping her crowbar tighter. “Yeah? Let it know. We’re not leaving until this thing is done.”

Jesse didn’t respond. He led the way down the slope, the group moving slowly, every muscle tense. The air grew colder the closer they got, like they were walking into the open mouth of something old and malevolent. Dead trees ringed the site, their limbs skeletal and twisted, reaching toward the sky like they were praying to gods long gone.

The stones pulsed softly, a low hum beneath the surface of reality—a sound just on the edge of hearing. Jesse knew, with every fiber of his being, that something was waiting here. And it had been waiting a very long time.

At the center of the circle, they found a pit half-buried in sand, covered by layers of moldering animal pelts—wolf, coyote, and deer hides, all long rotted and stiff with age. The air around the pit felt wrong—thick and cloying, like the lingering scent of a slaughterhouse. Dana nudged the pelts with the tip of her crowbar, her face twisted in disgust. “Guess this is the part where we dig.”

Jesse knelt beside the pit, his hands trembling as he peeled back the rotting hides. Beneath the furs lay a mound of bones, brittle and dry. Each bone was carved with strange runes, and as Jesse touched one, a pulse of energy ran through his fingers, sharp as static electricity.

Holly staggered backward, clutching her head. “It’s… alive,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “The spirit… it’s still here.” Jesse’s throat tightened as he stared down at the remains—long bones blackened with age, a cracked skull resting in the center, its hollow eye sockets seeming to watch them.

“This is it,” Jesse murmured, his voice hoarse. “The original skinwalker.” The air around them shifted, the low hum of energy growing louder, more insistent, as if the bones themselves were whispering, calling something forth from beyond the veil.

A sharp gasp escaped Holly’s lips, and Jesse turned to see her clutching her arm, her whole body shivering uncontrollably. Patches of fur sprouted from her skin, her fingernails blackening and curving into claws.

“No,” Holly whispered, panic flooding her voice. “Not yet. I can still fight it. I just need… time.” Her words faltered as her legs gave out, and she dropped to her knees, tearing at the peeling flesh on her arms. Yellow light flickered in her eyes, feral and bright, as if the curse was clawing its way out of her, desperate to take over. “Holly, stay with me,” Jesse urged, kneeling beside her, gripping her shoulders. “You’re not gone yet.”

Holly looked at him, her expression a flicker of desperation and fear. “I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.” Her movements became jerky, her breathing fast and shallow. Jesse could see the beast beneath her skin, clawing to get free.

Behind them, Dana let out a sharp gasp and collapsed, her crowbar clattering to the ground. Her hand clutched at her chest as her veins darkened, black tendrils spreading beneath her skin. Jesse’s heart pounded. “Dana—!”

“I’m fine,” Dana hissed, though it was clear she wasn’t. Her body convulsed violently, her hands twitching as though they no longer belonged to her.

Jesse stood frozen between them—Holly on one side, on the verge of turning completely, and Dana on the other, fighting the curse creeping through her veins. He didn’t know what to do. There was no time. If he didn’t act now, they would all be lost.

Jesse reached into his backpack and pulled out the totems and symbols that Calix had told them to use—sage, black salt, and an old silver pendant, each item worn with age but brimming with purpose. He placed them carefully around the bones in a protective circle, his hands moving with urgency. Holly groaned, her body twitching violently as the fur spread across her limbs. “Jesse… hurry.”

“I know, I know,” Jesse muttered, forcing himself to focus. He knelt by the circle, the cold weight of the pendant in his hand, and began to chant the ancient words Calix had given him. The air grew heavier, thick with power, and the ground trembled beneath them as if the earth itself was awakening.

A shadow stirred within the circle, rising from the bones like smoke curling from a fire. The spirit of the original skinwalker emerged, a towering figure of fur, bone, and darkness, its eyes glowing like embers. The creature was a monstrous amalgamation, shifting between forms—half-wolf, half-man, with antlers sprouting from its skull and jagged claws scraping the ground.

It opened its mouth, and when it spoke, it was not one voice, but many—a chorus of the dead. “You couldn’t save Ty,” the spirit whispered, its voice slithering into Jesse’s mind. “You won’t save them either. They’re dead already.” The words hit Jesse like a blow to the chest. Ty’s face flickered in the shadows, his eyes hollow and accusing. “Why didn’t you save me, Jesse?”

“Shut up,” Jesse whispered, squeezing his eyes shut, but the voices only grew louder, filling his head with doubt. The protective circle cracked as the spirit lashed out, its massive claws slashing at the air. Holly let out a feral growl as her body shifted uncontrollably, her beastly form breaking through in violent bursts.

Jesse’s heart raced. The ritual wasn’t holding—the spirit was too strong, and if they didn’t act fast, it would consume them all. “Holly, stay with me!” Jesse shouted, but she was already slipping, her eyes wild with the hunger of the beast.

The spirit loomed over them, its eyes burning with ancient rage, ready to tear them apart and escape into the world once more.

The circle began to collapse, the stones shifting and cracking under the weight of the spirit’s power. Holly’s transformation was nearly complete, her snarls filling the night air.

Jesse stood frozen, caught between saving Dana or completing the ritual—knowing that if he failed, the skinwalker would be unleashed on the world.

The battle had begun. And time had run out.


Chapter 10: The Final Sacrifice
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The protective circle shattered with a violent crack, and the air erupted into chaos. The stones trembled underfoot as the spirit of the original skinwalker surged from the ground, a monstrous entity woven from fur, bone, and shadow, its glowing yellow eyes blazing with ancient hatred.

Holly let out a guttural snarl, her body twisting and convulsing as she fought the beast inside her. Fur sprouted in patches across her arms and neck, and her fingernails curved into sharp claws, the curse pulling her deeper into primal madness.

“Holly, stay with me!” Jesse shouted over the roar of the storm swirling around them. But Holly’s yellow eyes flickered with something far more dangerous—the beast inside her was winning.

Dana, gasping for breath, tried to push herself up from the ground. Her veins had blackened, snaking up her arms, and her hands twitched uncontrollably. The curse was moving too fast.

“I can’t hold on much longer,” Dana whispered, her face contorted in agony. Jesse knew time was slipping away—if they didn’t finish the ritual, the skinwalker spirit would break free and consume them all.

The spirit shifted before them, its massive form towering over the stones, half-animal, half-human, and entirely nightmare. Its mouth opened wide, and the voices of the dead poured out—Ty’s, their parents’, and each other’s, twisting memories into weapons.

“You’ll fail, Jesse,” the spirit whispered, Ty’s voice laced with bitterness. “You couldn’t save me… You’ll lose them too.” Jesse’s hands shook as the spirit’s words cut deep into him. Ty’s face flickered in the shadows, empty and broken, just as it had been when Jesse killed him.

“You think you can save anyone?” the spirit hissed, shifting into Dana’s voice now, mocking him. “She’s gone already. It’s over, Jesse. Stop fighting.”

“No!” Jesse shouted, shaking his head violently. He could feel doubt sinking in, gnawing at him from every angle, threatening to pull him apart.

A snarl erupted from Holly’s throat, and she staggered forward, her limbs jerking violently as the beast within her fully took hold. Her eyes were pure yellow now—no trace of the Holly Jesse knew remained.

“Jesse…” Holly’s voice was thin and desperate, barely a whisper beneath the growl of the monster clawing its way through her. “I… I can’t fight it anymore.”

Jesse’s heart broke as Holly collapsed onto all fours, her body shifting painfully—joints cracking as her spine curved, fur spreading across her skin. The curse was too strong, and the girl he had fought so hard to save was almost gone.

Dana, coughing violently, forced herself to her knees. Blood ran from her nose, and her hands twitched uncontrollably. “Jesse…” she whispered, gasping for air. “You know what we have to do.”

Jesse looked between Holly, now on the verge of full transformation, and Dana, her face pale and drawn, fighting the inevitable. The truth hit him like a punch to the gut—one of them had to stay behind, to anchor the curse to the burial ground and seal the spirit forever.

Dana gave him a hard look, her expression filled with both pain and resolve. “It should be me,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m already halfway gone.” Jesse shook his head violently. “No. There has to be another way.”

“There isn’t.” Dana coughed, blood spattering the dirt. “This is the only way we win.” Before Jesse could respond, Holly lifted her head, her yellow eyes bright with resolve beneath the madness. “No… It’s me.” Jesse’s heart clenched. “Holly—”

“I’m already lost,” Holly whispered, her voice soft but steady. Fur covered most of her arms, and her claws twitched involuntarily. “This is the only thing left I can control.” She gave Jesse a small, sad smile. “I want to choose this… not let it choose me.”

Tears blurred Jesse’s vision, but he knew—Holly was right. Jesse knelt beside Holly, tears streaming down his face as she smiled weakly, the last flicker of her human self shining through. “You fought for me,” Holly whispered, her voice so soft it was barely a breath. “That’s enough.”

Jesse’s chest ached with the weight of everything they had lost—and everything they were about to lose. He took her hand, feeling the sharp claws hidden beneath her fingers, and pressed his forehead to hers.

“I’m so sorry,” Jesse whispered. Holly gave him a faint smile. “Don’t be. We made it this far.”

With a final, deep breath, Holly stepped into the circle, the spirit’s power swirling around her like a storm. As she recited the words of the ritual, the air crackled with energy, and the spirit howled in fury, clawing at the edges of the circle.

Jesse watched, heartbroken, as Holly’s body began to dissolve into light—her human form melting away as she anchored the curse to the bones of the original skinwalker. The spirit let out a final, furious howl, and then everything went silent. Holly was gone.

As the ritual concluded they held each other. “At least we saved the town.” Jesse smiled.


Chapter 11: The peace of Black Hollow
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The wind howled through the streets of Black Hollow, carrying with it the first scent of blood—sharp, metallic, and fresh. The sky overhead seemed to sag under the weight of the blood-red moon, casting a sickly glow over the town as the curse spilled forth, unstoppable. The animals were the first to fall—feral dogs roaming in packs, coyotes frothing at the mouth, and birds with glowing, predatory eyes circling overhead, waiting for the inevitable feast.

Then the humans began to change.

It didn’t happen all at once—it spread like a shockwave, a sickness that crawled under the skin and twisted flesh into something monstrous. One by one, the townspeople transformed, their bones cracking, faces elongating, jaws splitting open to reveal rows of jagged teeth. And then the slaughter began.

The first scream came from the diner on Main Street. Inside, the neon sign flickered weakly as Ann Harper, the waitress, dropped a tray of plates when her hands exploded into claws, tearing her own apron to shreds. Her co-worker Danny stumbled backward, watching in horror as her jaw split apart, her gums bleeding as her teeth sharpened into fangs.

Ann’s eyes glowed yellow as she lunged at Danny, sinking her claws into his chest. She ripped his ribcage open with an ear-splitting snarl, his heart still pumping as she tore it from his chest and bit down, blood spraying across the tiled floor.

In the booth by the window, an elderly couple tried to escape, but Ann was on them in seconds. She slammed the old man’s head into the counter, splitting his skull like a watermelon. His wife screamed, scrambling toward the door, but Ann pounced—ripping her tongue out with her teeth, leaving the woman choking on her own blood as Ann laughed, a sound somewhere between a shriek and a growl.

Outside, cars crashed into each other, their drivers screaming as they too transformed mid-drive, their faces splitting open, nails curling into claws that ripped through windshields. Horns blared as bodies flew through windshields, their flesh peeling mid-air as the curse consumed them.

Over at Tucker’s Grocery, the butcher Bill Connors was slicing through a rack of ribs when his hands started to shake. He looked down, confused, as his veins darkened, and his fingers stretched, bones snapping audibly.

Before he could cry out, his jaw unhinged with a loud crack, and he screamed in agony, a sound that echoed through the store. His teeth doubled, filling his mouth with row after row of fangs. Unable to control himself, Bill grabbed a butcher’s cleaver and hacked wildly at the nearest customer—Mrs. Palm, who had been perusing the canned soup aisle.

The first swing split her skull, her brains spilling across the linoleum. The second swing tore through her spine, severing her head, which rolled down the aisle like a bowling ball.

Bill let out a guttural snarl, slamming his claws into another customer, pulling out their intestines and slinging them over his shoulder like rope. In a corner of the store, a mother tried to shield her crying baby, but Bill saw them—his glowing yellow eyes locked on the sound of the infant’s wails.

“No,” the mother begged, clutching the baby tightly. Bill lunged, but before he could reach them the child’s jaw split open and changed instantly, jaws unhinged and with one snap and a horrifying shriek, bit the mothers head clean off, blood spraying across the aisles in a crimson rain.

Over at Black Hollow Elementary, the halls were eerily quiet—until the curse found its way inside. It started with Principal Harris, who had just finished locking the doors. He stumbled as his knees buckled, and his spine snapped backward, twisting his body into a grotesque shape. His skin began to peel, revealing patches of black fur underneath.

In the classroom down the hall, Ms. Allen’s students stared in horror as their teacher howled, her eyes glowing bright yellow. She turned toward the children, her jaw elongating, teeth splitting her cheeks open as she smiled—too wide, too sharp. “What’s happening, Ms. Allen?” one of the kids asked, voice trembling.

Without a word, Ms. Allen lunged forward, grabbing the janitor who was emptying the trash at her desk by the hair. She slammed his head into the blackboard until the bone cracked, and then she bit down on his throat, tearing it open in a spray of blood that coated the classroom.

The children screamed and tried to run, but the curse spread too fast. One by one, their bodies twisted and broke, transforming into snarling beasts. A boy’s arm exploded into fur and claws just as he tackled his best friend, ripping his stomach open with his teeth.

In the hallway, Principal Harris crawled on all fours, dragging his half-human body toward a group of fleeing students. He pounced just as a pack of half changed kids jumped on him crushing his skull beneath their combined weight and  claws and laughed as blood pooled beneath them.

Father O’Leary stood at the altar, his hands clasped in prayer. “Deliver us from this evil,” he whispered, his voice trembling. His words were swallowed by the roar of breaking stained glass as skinwalker beasts burst through the church windows, their claws slicing through pews and people alike.

The congregation screamed in terror, scrambling for safety, but there was no escape. One by one, they were dragged down, their bodies shredded by claws and teeth.

Father O’Leary tried to fight them off with a crucifix, but the beasts laughed, their yellow eyes gleaming with cruelty. One of the monsters—a hulking, half-human coyote—grabbed the priest by the throat and ripped out his vocal cords, leaving him gurgling silently as blood poured from his neck.

Another beast—a raven the size of a dog—pecked out the eyes of the church organist, cackling as the man screamed, blind and bleeding, stumbling over the pews before his throat was torn open by another attacker. The altar itself was soon drenched in blood, the prayers of the congregation drowned in screams.

The streets of Black Hollow became a warzone. Half-transformed men and women tore each other apart, their flesh falling away in chunks as fur, claws, and fangs erupted from their bodies. Coyotes with glowing eyes prowled the sidewalks, dragging bodies through broken windows, while flocks of ravens with shredded wings circled above, pecking at the remains of the fallen.

A man with half his face torn off ripped the spine out of a neighbor’s back and beat another man to death with it. A woman split her husband’s jaw open, wearing it like a grotesque mask as she prowled the streets, howling at the moon. In the final moments, the town’s survivors fought desperately, but it was no use. One by one, they succumbed to the curse, their bodies breaking, twisting, and transforming into beasts that knew only hunger and rage.

By dawn, nothing human remained. The streets were silent, save for the sounds of bones cracking and flesh tearing, as the new skinwalkers feasted on what was left of Black Hollow.

Jesse and Dana staggered back into town, smiling for the victory they thought they has secured. As they got out of the Bronco Dana noticed the streets were littered with bodies and broken glass, the air thick with the scent of death. Dana’s face went pale, her hands twitching as she fought the transformation creeping through her. Jesse tried to pull her back toward the Bronco, desperate to escape, but it was already too late.

A pack of skinwalkers swarmed them, their eyes glowing yellow, teeth bared. Jesse fought with everything he had, but it wasn’t enough. As the curse took hold, Jesse looked into Dana’s eyes—just before the last of their humanity slipped away.


Epilogue: A New Beginning
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One year later, a lone car rumbled over the dust-covered horizon, the wind kicking up clouds that swirled in the eerie silence. The station wagon rolled into the ruins of Black Hollow, its windows grimy from the road. A family of four stepped out—a father, mother, son, and daughter, all smiling at the abandoned town.

“Drink it in, family,” the father said, stretching his arms wide. “This is our new home.” The little girl pointed to a crow perched on a broken telephone pole, its feathers ragged and patches of skin peeling from its body. “Daddy,” she whispered, “what’s wrong with its face?”

The father’s smile wavered, caught mid-stretch, as the wind shifted—carrying with it a sound that curdled the silence. A distant, feral howl rolled across the horizon, gathering in strength before cutting off, as though the town itself was holding its breath. And then, all at once, the howling stopped. In its absence came something far worse.

The stillness cracked open, giving way to whispers of claws scraping against stone, the low rumble of guttural growls, and the wet tearing of flesh, barely audible beneath the weight of the town. Somewhere beyond the ruins, shadows began to shift, creatures stirring beneath old bones and broken dreams. The curse had stirred again—awake, ravenous, and patient.

Far from the rising madness, a lonely column of smoke drifted into the sky like a ghost. Drifter Dan sat on a craggy hill, his silhouette barely more than a ripple against the desert’s edge.

“This town,” he muttered to no one in particular, taking a slow drag from the cigarette perched between his cracked lips, “has gone straight to hell.”

He exhaled, the cloud of smoke unfurling lazily into the night air, as if it, too, was tired of trying to outrun what was coming. His gaze lingered on the ruins below, the streets he once knew now nothing more than a memory buried beneath blood and fur.

The curse waits. Silent. Hungry. Eternal. And beneath the ashen sky, the desert listens, knowing this truth: The end is never really the end. It only waits for someone else to wander in.
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