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    Invitation to the Gathering

    
    
  
  Harper Kane almost deleted the email out of habit. Subject line: Special Invitation: Harvest Gathering, Red Pines. A clean, unadorned font. No sender name, just an address tangled in random numbers. She hovered, thumb over trash. But the ache for sleep—real sleep, the kind that insulated you against dreams—had kept her awake for too many nights. Distraction or disaster? She read on:

Come, witness the ceremonies beneath the Blood Moon. Experience what cannot be told.

Below, a digital flyer depicting backlit trees and a red, swollen moon. Harper's blood prickled. She pictured her friends, huddled and whispering, plotting ways to drag her out of town. She screenshot the flyer and texted: “This you?”

Within minutes: Mia’s reply, all caps. ‘YESSSS!!! PLEASE HARPER. You promised. Weekend. Woods. Us. Rituals. (jk lol).’

Lex chimed in: ‘If you bail, you’ll literally owe me kidney rights.’

Tori, cryptic as usual: ‘Some things want to be seen. Not everything, though.’

Danny, a late interjection: ‘It’ll be fun. I’ll bring the real food, not Lex’s ‘meat sticks.’ RSVP Mia before she camps on your lawn.’

Four friends orbiting Harper, gravitational as always. She thought about her old scars: mottled and pale, crossing her inner thigh. The woods, miles from everything, promised a sort of silence. Or maybe just more ghosts. She’d never know until she said yes.

‘Fine,’ she sent. ‘But if you summon anything weird, I’m out. Mia, you drive.’

They left before sunrise Saturday, Lex already shouting shotgun. The car—a battered, sun-bleached Honda—smelled of vanilla air freshener and muddy boots. Rations: three bags Doritos, a twelve-pack of flat Coke, and Tori’s impressive cache of herbal teas. Danny had packed a worn copy of The Field Guide to Edible Foliage.

Harper glanced at Mia. “You checked tire pressure?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Relax, Mom. It’s a two-hour drive. What’s the worst that happens?”

Lex grinned, “Last time you said that, we found a squirrel in the radiator.”

Harper and Mia snorted. Tori leaned forward, eyes lighting up. “Did you guys actually read the invitation? The Blood Moon part?”

Danny made a strangled sound. “You don’t really believe any of that cult stuff, do you?”

“Not a cult,” Tori said softly. “Just—rituals. Ceremonies. This forest has stories. They should be heard.”

Mia nudged Harper. “Ignore her. She’s been mainlining creepypasta since July.”

For the next hour, the road narrowed, civilization dissolving into mist-shrouded pine. Street signs vanished, replaced by moss-cloaked mile markers. Lex took selfies every five minutes. Harper pretended to nap, growing hyperaware of the woods thickening around them.

A faded gas station, its letters half-crumbling into dust, broke the monotony. A red pickup sat out front, ancient and battered. Harper forced herself out while Mia bought snacks, the others stayed behind arguing over playlists.

The bell over the door croaked as she entered. The attendant was nobody—mid-fifties, eyes like washed-out denim, beard in a perpetual twitch. She recognized the type. Local. Watching, always.

“You kids camping up in Red Pines?” he asked, voice gravel slow.

She managed a cautious nod. “Just a weekend. Group thing.”

He scowled. “Full moon soon. Blood Moon, they say. Woods get hungry.”

Harper locked onto his gaze. “You believe all that old legend stuff?”

He shrugged. “Belief don’t matter. Folks go up there, sometimes they don’t come back. You see any strange signs, you leave.”

Mia breezed in, arms laden with snacks. “Everything good, H?”

The attendant just watched, silent now. Harper paid and left, heart thudding against her chest.

They parked down a rutted fire road, lugging gear along a half-faded trail. Lex led, machete in hand, hacking through brambles with unnecessary enthusiasm. Tori muttered half-remembered chants, trilling at every odd-shaped root.

The site stretched before them: ringed with pines, a hollow patterned with last autumn’s leaves. A rough-hewn circle of stones squatted at the center. Someone—recently—had painted runes on every boulder.

Danny stopped dead. “What the hell is that?”

Harper squatted, tracing one crimson symbol. The pigment flaked under her finger; it stank of rust and rot. “Not paint. Something else.”

Mia knelt beside her. “Dare you to lick it.”

Lex gagged. “It’s probably fox blood. Or, you know, serial killer stuff.”

Tori stared at the runes, voice shaky. “I’ve seen this online. They’re protection sigils. Or invitations.”

The wind gusted hot and sharp through the circle. Leaves danced. Shadows slithered.

Danny broke the tension, setting up the tent with mechanical precision. The others drank warm Coke, talking low, refusing to meet Harper’s eyes.

As dusk bled into night, the sigils seemed to glow. The woods pressed in—hungry, expectant.

Harper wrapped her arms around her knees, the old ache in her scars burning.

She was here. They all were. Whatever waited beneath the Blood Moon, it had already noticed them.



  
    Nightfall and First Blood

    
    
  
  Branches scraped the tent fabric like blind fingers. It was well past dusk—the kind of black where you couldn't see your hand before your face. Harper lay rigid. Mia's soft breaths beside her. The others argued outside: Lex and Danny’s voices rising, Tori a shivery murmur.

"I’m getting more wood. I swear, if you touch my lighter, I’ll stab you with a s’mores stick!" Lex yowled, the bravado brittle beneath his voice.

"Just stay close, idiot," Danny snapped. "There’s enough for the fire."

Lex’s boots crackled through leaves and vanished into the pines.

A silence. Not just quiet—an absence. Even the idiot squirrels stopped moving. Harper’s heart tap-danced in her ribs. Instinct shrieked: don’t go alone. But then again, Lex loved a dramatic exit.

Mia fumbled with her phone, swearing quietly. "Signal’s crap. I was going to check the time. It’s so dark, H—"

"It’ll be sunrise before we know it," Harper lied. "We should keep the fire lit. Tori? You OK?"

Tori crouched by the stones, fingers tracing sigils in the glow. "They’re different now." Her voice made Harper wince. "There are more. Here, and—here."

Danny's shadow loomed. "Lex. Come on, man. Enough."

No reply. Just the wind, and the whisper of leaves.

Ten minutes passed. Then twenty.

Mia grew shrill. "He’s messing with us. He’s such an ass."

Harper’s legs refused stillness. She unzipped the tent and stepped out. The night hit her, thick and metallic. Her nostrils flared. The air smelled wrong, a damp rawness beneath pine.

"Stay together. Tori—leave the rocks," Harper hissed.

They circled camp: three flashlights, beams trembling in the black. The runes—had there always been this many? New ones, slick and glistening, crawled up tree trunks. Some still dripped crimson.

Harper’s stomach hollowed. "Tori, what is this?"

Tori shook. "It’s not protective. Not anymore. They’re calling something. Or—marking."

Danny gulped. "Lex? Enough. Dude, seriously!"

Branch snapped. All three spun, Danny squaring up with trembling fists.

A retreating shadow, tall among the brush—gone.

Panic strangled Mia’s voice. "Call him. Call him now."

Phones—dead. Every one. Screens black as obsidian. No sign of life, not even a flicker.

"Mine was charged," Danny muttered. "I checked an hour ago."

Harper felt the world tilt. "Give me your phone."

Each one: nothing. Even the backup battery Mia carried, always smug about preparedness, wouldn’t charge them. Static sizzled in Harper’s veins.

"Pack up," Mia pleaded. "We’ll go back toward the car—"

Tori cried out. Harper spun, light flaring over Tori’s jeans—blood, fresh, slicked over her knees.

"I tripped—oh god—" Tori backed away, voice shrill. Blood was smeared across the roots. A trail darted away from camp, broken branches leading deeper.

Danny gagged. "No. God, that’s not—Lex? Lex, this isn’t funny!"

Harper’s feet moved before her brain caught up. The group fell into line behind her, blind in terror and adrenaline. The woods coiled tight, branches closing like teeth. The sigils appeared everywhere now, crawling between trees, some still wet.

Something snapped overhead. Mia muffled a scream.

They stumbled through brambles. Harper’s light swept across a fallen log—a shoe. Lex’s battered Nike. No Lex.

Mia clawed at Harper’s jacket. "We have to leave, Harper. We have to go, now."

Harper squeezed her hand. "Not without him."

Ten paces deeper, the trail ended at a raw wound in the earth, a ring of upturned soil matted with trampled leaves. Blood pooled at the center, streaked with the grotesque shapes of more runes. Strips of ripped shirt, a torn wristband, the glint of a dropped Zippo—the one with Lex's initials.

Numb, Harper pressed trembling fingers to the Zippo. Still warm. The blood, sticky and bright, was too much for a prank.

"He’s hurt," Harper managed. "But alive. He has to be—"

Somewhere deep in the woods, a scream—sharp, cut off mid-breath.

Danny stumbled back, hyperventilating. Tori slumped to her knees, rocking, whispering prayers under her breath.

Mia sobbed, snot clogging her words. "We can’t stay. They’re out here. Someone’s out here."

The trees replied, branches shuddering in an invisible wind. Footsteps—maybe animal, maybe not—crunched somewhere behind. The runes seemed to pulse.

Harper dragged herself up, grit in her voice. "We get back to camp. Take what we can. Find the car. Stay together. Run if you have to."

Tori, blood streaking her hands, nodded. Danny stared, cheeks slick with panic. Mia clung to Harper like a lifeline.

As one, they moved. The forest watched, alive and ravenous. Somewhere, something breathed—a shallow, human sound that did not belong to any of them.

A long way off, the Blood Moon climbed the sky, red and swollen, washing the world in horror.



  
    The Cult Revealed

    
    
  
  Smoke and moonlight blurred the shapes beyond the trees, each breath catching harsh in Harper’s throat. They moved in a silent knot—Mia stumbling, Tori whispering, Danny pale and blazing with fear. The bloody trail behind them was fading in darkness, but something—someone—was still coming closer. The woods pulsed, every shadow alive.

They almost tripped into it: a harsh, orange flare drew Harper’s eyes through the branches, and then firelight painted grotesque figures onto the trunks. Not a campfire—bonfires, throwing up smoke that reeked of burning sweetgrass and something raw. The woods opened around a clearing raked bare, hemmed in by a lopsided ring of standing stones. At the center, looming under the rage-red moon, stood an altar built from stacked timber and animal bones, stained with fresh blood.

Harper yanked Mia down, pulling the others behind a tangle of fallen logs at the edge of sight. Breath held. Tori pressed shaking fingers to her lips, eyes wide as saucers. Danny crawled beside them, his hands ground into the dirt so hard his skin split and bled.

The clearing churned with motion—at least a dozen, maybe more, masked figures in black and ochre robes. Their masks—animalistic, hand-carved, all wild grins or fangs—reflected the bonfire’s shifting light. One stood taller, crowned in a stag skull glistening with paint. The leader’s guttural chant carved through the hush, each syllable carried and echoed by the mob.

"Is that—" Mia started, voice strangled by terror.

Harper shook her head, shushing her silent. The cultists moved in patterns, raising twisted objects: sticks ringed with hair, blades that caught the bonfire’s gleam, bowls brimming with viscous red. At the altar’s base: objects unmistakably out of place—Lex’s muddy lighter, Tori’s friendship bracelet, the bent iron ring Danny wore.

"They’ve been here, waiting," Tori breathed. "That’s my—oh god, that’s mine."

Someone screamed. Not Lex—sharper, shorter. A figure in a grey hoodie—another captive, maybe?—was dragged to the altar, limbs kicking. Their cries were muffled by masked arms as two cultists pinned them to the blood-wet wood. The leader lifted a knife—crude, bone-handled, sickeningly real. The chant rose. The group froze, Harper’s heartbeat pounding so loud she was sure the cult would hear.

Danny inched backward, almost tumbling over the log. Branches snapped. Harper tried to catch him, but his foot caught, kicking up soil and snapping dry twigs like firecrackers.

Three of the masked figures jerked around—alert, searching. Harper clawed Danny down beside her, but his face reflected the bonfire, panic-blank. One cultist’s mask—a wolf’s snarl—cocked right at them. Silence. Scratch of bodies moving through leaves. Then:

A hand seized Danny by the collar, yanking him upright. He yelped—a raw, choking spasm. Cultists converged, two dragging him toward the open mouth of the clearing, toward the altar. Tori stifled her scream behind both hands; Mia went white, eyes locked on Danny as he clawed at the ground, fingers raking furrows in the dirt. His sobs cut quick and desperate, swallowed by the chanting.

Harper’s mind scrambled. There were too many, all moving in a rhythm—no hope for a straight rush. She scanned—the fire’s halo barely masked a sliver of dark at the clearing’s far end, a skinny line marked by bent branches and animal prints, almost invisible but undeniably a path.

She yanked at Mia’s sleeve, shoving close so Tori and Mia could hear. "Look. There. A trail. Maybe it’s—maybe it curves out. We could—”

Tori shook her head. "Danny. We can’t just—"

Mia whimpered, torn, knuckles white in the soil. Danny’s shouts—now pleading, gurgling—spun through the night. The cult’s leader raised the knife, a reflective mosaic of red on white bone. The group’s own keepsakes, arrayed like trophies, circled the altar: toothbrush, old sock, broken phone.

"We'll die if we stay," Harper hissed, feeling each word tear her insides. "If we try to get him, we die. But if we go—maybe we bring help."

Mia’s face crumpled.

The path yawned in darkness, the woods pressing close. The cultists chanted, voices roaring. Danny’s shape was held between two masks, his head forced down against the altar. Blood, not his yet—but Harper’s mind already saw it spilling.

Harper’s body moved without her consent—she slid sideways, yanking Tori by the elbow, hauling Mia close. A snap, a hush, the risk of being seen. Every instinct screamed at her to turn back—she saw Danny’s eyes, wide and wet, meeting hers as the darkness swallowed her from view.

The animal path was barely a depression in the ground, lined by shattered ferns. Each step was agony, the night pressing into them, the bonfire's roar chasing after. Behind them, a scream spiked the sky and cut short. Harper didn’t let herself look back. She couldn’t. Not if she ever wanted to save any of them at all.



  
    Descent Into the Dark

    
    
  
  

A branch snapped high overhead—a brittle, wet break that sent all three spinning to silence. Mia’s breathing hissed, sharp in the black, and Harper’s hand clamped over her mouth. Tori halted behind them, hands pressed hard to her temples.

Another crack, closer.

Harper’s mind ricocheted: No running. Stay low. Move slow. She wondered if the cultists could see in the dark—or if they were just so used to moving in terror that they barely needed eyes at all.

She tried, again, to recall the slinking animal trail looping behind the bonfire. Her shoes made suction sounds in the mud. Ahead, Mia kept flicking glances behind her, as if afraid something would hiss up beside them. The woods had gone thick with fog—red-tinged beneath the corrupted moonlight so every shape became another threat.

Behind, Tori started crying. The sound was animal, desperate. "Wait!" she hissed, but Harper clenched her jaw. They couldn’t stop now. They couldn’t—

The roar from the clearing, a chant rising, made Harper’s knees turn molten. Danny’s scream—a high, cracking sob—thudded across the trees. Mia staggered. “Harper, stop! We can’t leave him!”

“We. Will. Not. Survive,” Harper growled, words barely more than spit. “We get eyes on him first. Then we figure out—”

Mia’s nails dug crescents in Harper’s arm. “You’re the one who said never leave anyone. You swore.”

“Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I don’t know how not to get us killed.”

Too late—they froze. A shifting movement in the trees, heavy steps, the orange flicker of fire catching on carved wood. One of them. A cultist, face shrouded by a grinning bear’s jaw, sweeping the brush with a wicked, hook-bladed staff.

Tori went rigid behind them, her breath catching on a whimper.

“Down,” Harper mouthed.

But Tori stood stock still, shaking. The cultist’s light swept—flickered. Stopped right on Tori’s sneakers.

Everything broke at once. Harper shoved Mia sideways, heard Tori’s scream shred the dark as the bear-mask surged forward, and sprinted. There was barely a second—shock, panic, the dull ham-hammer of her heart—before Harper snatched Mia’s wrist and tumbled behind a fallen log.

Tori—no. The scream echoed—pain, terror. Branches exploded. Mia started to scramble to her feet, but Harper forced her down. “You run, they see us. They hear us!”

“But Tori—”

“Too late!”

Leaves tore under something heavy—the cultist, hauling Tori by the hair, snarled curses beneath the carved mask. Tori kicked and thrashed, drawing blood from her scalp, ramming an elbow backward. “Let go! Let go!”

The hook-staff cracked her shoulder, sent her sprawling—and then the bear-mask raised it again for a killing blow. A spasm of adrenaline made Tori bite out a tasting scream—right as her fingers closed around a jagged rock. She swung up, blind, smashed the rock into the mask’s gaping jaw. Bone split with a sick, wet snap. The cultist reeled, roaring, blood waterfalling down his chest. Tori staggered and ran, pushing pain back behind thick walls of shock.

Harper, frozen, could only listen. Mia sobbed, softly, hunched in dirt. The woods filled with Tori’s fractured sprint and the cultist’s bellowing rage.

Another chant—closer. New footsteps, many. Harper’s mind spun. They’d been seen. The plan—if there had ever been a plan—was ruined.

“We can’t just sit here,” Mia gasped. “Danny’s—Tori’s—they’re gonna die because we—”

“I know!” Harper grabbed her by both shoulders and forced her to face her. “You want to die for them? For Lex? For a friend who might already be—”

A silence, heavy. Mia’s fury burned in the pitch dark, lips trembling. “You don’t trust anyone. Not even me. Maybe that’s how you survive, right—alone?”

Harper let her go. She wanted to say something kind. Or true. Couldn’t.

Somewhere in the haze, Tori crashed blindly through brush, blood streaking from her torn scalp and arm. She fell, hard, and crawled—trailing grime and hot, urgent breath. The pain, now, was a limb; she held it close, using her other hand to grope forward. Fear drove her, wild, but so did shame.

I led us here. I wanted this.

In her jeans pocket, her phone buzzed—ghostly, dim. No service for calls. Only a text, short and nameless:

THE BLOOD MOON WANTS YOU HOME.

Tori dropped the phone, pulse hammered by fresh terror.

Back under the rotting log, Harper stared at the mud against her palms. Mia wouldn’t meet her eyes. “It’s not just the cult,” Mia hissed. “It’s Tori. She knew things about this. She led us here. You saw the symbols first, remember?”

Harper’s mind caught, snagged on memory. Tori poring over occult forums. Tori insisting they answer the invitation.

A beat—a cold, crawling realization. Harper reached for Mia’s bag for the backup flashlight and her fingers brushed paper—creased, soaked. A notebook. Tori’s handwriting: choruses of sigil sketches, runic circles, and a phrase repeated: Elias welcomes the lost. Ritual at the red stones. A blood moon will open the gate.

She thrust the page at Mia. “She’s been talking to them. To—Elias. Whoever that is.”

Mia’s face twisted—grief, betrayal, hope shriveled at once. “Why didn’t she tell us?”

Tori stumbled through brush and pain. She tried to scream, but her voice clung to her teeth. The forest deepened—every shadow a whispered threat. She pressed her back to a tree and, for a breath, sobbed. Her phone vibrated again. Another message lit the cracked screen:

If you run, we take them all.

Harper caught a pulse of movement—Tori staggering toward them, hair caked in blood, one arm cradled useless. The bear-mask was gone but more figures threaded through the dark, chasing.

“Get up!” Harper barked. “We move—now!”

Mia glared at Tori, eyes wet. “Did you know? Did you bring us here for this?”

Tori’s sob was animal. “I didn’t think—I just wanted to see. I thought—I wanted to belong somewhere.”

Harper’s anger flared, bright and quick. “You lied to us. You knew about the Blood Moon. The cult. You knew.”

Tori shrank, clutching her ruined arm, stained and shuddering. “You don’t understand, Harper. There were messages—I thought it was just stories. Prophecies, scavenger hunts—stuff people do for a thrill. Not—” She broke off, eyes swimming with blood and regret.

“They have Danny. Lex is gone. Now they have us all.” Mia spat. “And maybe that’s what you wanted.”

“That’s not—” Tori’s voice broke.

A shriek tore through the black, near enough Harper tasted its violence. Mia spun, panic breaking through. “We shouldn’t have followed you. We should’ve left when we had the chance.”

“You think I wanted this?” Tori moaned, head pressed to her knees. “You think I wanted any of you hurt?”

Harper drew herself up, arm blood-slicked from Tori’s wounds. The fighting, the words, the old betrayals and fresh trauma—none of it mattered. Not now. If they didn’t move, didn’t act, it’d be more than friendship dying in these woods.

Another branch snapped. Shadows flickered, voices rising—dogged, searching. The hunt was closing in.

Harper growled, grabbing Mia’s hand with one, dragging Tori to her feet with the other. “Doesn’t matter. We move. We survive. That’s what’s left.”

They ran. The three, brutalized and broken, staggered into the moonlit dark together—no trust, just survival. Behind them, something howled—a warning, a victory, a promise of death. The Blood Moon, swollen and leering, washed their path in red silence.



  
    Blood Moon Rising

    
    
  
  

Mist clawed at Harper’s throat as she ran, each breath raw and wet in her chest, Mia’s hand sticky in her own and Tori limping behind, half-carried. Branches lashed her face; every step a new wound. Somewhere, the hunting cries of the cult roiled through the woods—low, inhuman, growing louder as the Blood Moon thundered toward its peak.

Something alive and cold grabbed Harper from behind. Hands over her mouth. The world spun—a hard, wet thud as she crashed to earth. Mia shrieked. Tori sagged to her knees in panic. They’d run straight into a cultist’s snare: thick rope and camo netting, tangled around their feet.

Rough voices. Masks looming. The jagged tusks of a boar, the gnarled grins of wolves. Harper clawed and kneed, but elbows found her ribs—hard, practiced. Her world narrowed to the stink of sweat, pine, and blood.

From the shadows, a single torch rose. A figure in a black robe and stag skull mask strode forward—taller, broader, terrifyingly calm. The hoop of bone glared with moon-painted menace. The cult deferred, parting with animal deference. The leader.

Harper’s heart thudded, poisoned and wild. Her friends—Mia’s face blanched, Tori’s streaming blood, their fear folding in on itself.

The leader’s voice, low and shuddering. “You, girl. The mark is upon you. Bring her.”



Harper barely felt the ground as they dragged her—fists digging into her arms, her legs kicking through dirt and leaves, branches clawing at her calves. She was half-shoved, half-flung through the bonfire’s haze.

The clearing was reborn as a neverworld. Bonfires burned impossibly bright, making twisted silhouettes writhe on the trees. Stones—slicked with blood, daubed in ancient glyphs—encircled the altar. The air throbbed with humming, chanting, a thousand fevered voices birthing a singular, murderous need.

She was forced to kneel at the foot of the makeshift altar.

Mia hurled herself at a cultist—a flail, a snarl, but another masked figure cracked her temple with the butt of a staff. Tori sagged beside her, clutching a broken arm. All around, the cult moved in ritualistic formation—each motion honed, obsessed. No Lex. No Danny. Just relics of both: Lex’s Zippo tethered to the altar, Danny’s bloodied jacket hung from the stones.

The leader, stag skull gleaming crimson, knelt before Harper. Fingers, delicate and terrible, brushed the side of her cheek. “You came freely, Harper Kane. All the lost come to the moon in the end.”

She spat. “You’re insane.”

The stag skull tilted, a pale toothy grin hidden by shadow. “Insane?” The leader’s chuckle was quiet, almost forgiving. “I am a vessel. This land—this moon—this blood, they chose me. And the prophecy chose you.”

Behind them, cultists began to chant. The sound stung like wasps, a circular rhythm—every word chiseling meaning into the bone-drenched air.

“Let me go,” Harper rasped. “Let them go.”

The leader rose, arms framed against the moon. “The Old Night requires three betrayals, three sacrificed by their own. You, marked by past sins—abandoner, survivor, coward. Your fear has fed the ritual, given strength to the devoted.”

He turned; Mia and Tori were wrenched to their knees beside her.

Mia bared bloodied teeth. “You won’t win. Someone will come.”

He shook his head. “Nobody comes to Red Pines. Not for the harvest. The Blood Moon has closed all doors.”

He motioned; two cultists rimmed Tori and Mia with an oily rope, looping wrists to the blood-painted altar stakes.



Harper’s mind crumbled and rebuilt, desperate. She scanned the circle. Most cultists were transfixed in the ritual, eyes and hands devoted to the altar. A few—a child’s size, a woman’s shape—kept to the periphery, nervous. Weapons flashed—the bone knife, ceremonial, and handaxes stolen from camping kits.

“I get it now,” Harper hissed. “You kill us. The moon rises, you get your power—what? Immortality?”

The leader didn’t blink. “A world remade. The true faithful reborn. This forest made clean by blood. Fear—the greatest sacrifice.”

Next to her, Tori’s eyes filled with hot, desperate tears.

“I can stop this,” Tori mouthed. “I know what they want.”

Harper’s voice cracked. “Don’t be a hero. Not now.”

Tori leaned into the altar, face twisted in pain. “I brought us here. This is on me.”

The leader raised his voice—an invocation rolling down his throat, words old as rot and earth.

“In the name of Elias Finch, in the name of the moon that hungers, tonight the blood gate opens anew!”

Cultists roared, wild in their devotion. A frenzied circle now, all attention on the leader. In that fever, Harper felt the rope slacken—one cultist distracted by the chant, knuckles white on the bone-blade. Harper tensed, jaw working, scanning for weight, angles—an opening, and risk.

A flicker—Mia caught her eyes. In a flash, she spat at her nearest captor. Their head turned; Harper used the split-second to twist, freeing her wrists. She snatched a stray rock, smashed it into the cultist’s knee with all her force. A howl—the bone knife clattered to the ground.

“GO!” Mia screeched.

The chaos was immediate. Mia, all claws and spit, slammed herself sideways at the altar’s legs, upending candles and the bowl of blood. Tori, screaming, ripped her own arm free and staggered up, blood pouring from her temple.

Harper lunged for the bone knife, icy in her palm. Every move was hunger, terror, rage. She twisted up, driving the blade into the thigh of a robed cultist as he rushed her. Hot spray. A strangled moan.

As the cult broke ranks, a dozen claws all reached at once. Mia took a glancing blow to the scalp; Tori went down again, shrieking, then seized a burning torch from the ground. She jammed it into the altar, fire licking at the blood-soaked wood.

“NO!” Elias’s voice thundered.

Harper grabbed Mia’s wrist, dragging her toward the forest’s gaping maw. The flames caught the altar—crackling, roaring. Tori faltered, staring at the fire with wild, defeated eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed, hurling herself onto the burning altar as cultists surged forward, too late. As the fire shrieked, she slammed her wounded body down across the stones, meeting Harper’s shattered gaze. “You have to run. You have to LIVE.”

Elias screamed a curse, scrambling to pull Tori free, but she clung to the altar, willing her own flesh to become a barricade. The smoke thickened with the stench of burning blood, a foul red haze that made cultists stagger, coughing, blind and momentarily vulnerable.



Harper ran, legs failing, firelight strobing through branches. Mia stumbled after, clutching her bleeding head, red smeared to her chin. Behind—yells, confusion, the leader roaring, Tori’s last acts choking the circle in chaos and fire. But the woods still twisted—a labyrinth that never let its prey escape.

They crashed through brush. Harper lost her footing, tumbled, then spat out mud and forced herself up. Every nerve ached for collapse. But the dawn threatened on the far horizon—faint and impossible blue, a promise or a lie.

Mia gasped, “I can’t—I’m—”

“Don’t say it,” Harper hissed, dragging her up, every cell screaming with loss and horror. “If you stop, it’s over.”

A last howl rose—Elias’s voice, guttural, cracked with fury, “No one escapes! The moon’s mercy is only for the faithful!”

But even in rags, blasted by blood and betrayal, the two girls shoved through, night giving way. No footsteps behind now. Only the forest’s cold memory, and the smell of fire and char and old, spilled dreams.



Epilogue

Morning burned away the mist, washing the carnage into sepia: blackened stones, scorched earth, and a bitter sweetness in the air. The cult’s shapes moved like ghosts through the ruined ritual site. Elias Finch, mask cracked but spirit undimmed, knelt among the ashes, fingers tracing new sigils into the embers.

Far off, in the hush of the waking pines, two figures staggered along a deer run—Harper and Mia, haggard, heads lowered, hands locked even in their exhaustion and terror. Blood trailed behind them:

Mia limping, clutching Harper’s arm; Harper’s eyes dead with guilt, loss, and hopeful venom. They emerged, not into safety, but into a future forever stained—a world humming with what they could never leave behind.

Back as the sun crowned, Elias rose, mask discarded. In his palm: a locket dropped by Tori, glinting in the new dawn. He whispered to the trees—already, movement rustled further down the ridge. Another name would be called to the Blood Moon. Another harvest would come.
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