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At Harvest Pointe...

"...The coyote outbreak is spreading... Sightings are now being reported in a nearby town..."

Mason dialed back the volume on the radio. "The Coyote Outbreak," he grunted, the words heavy with disgust. "Not this again."

With the door to the attached garage wide open, he could see the kitchen. His wife, Michelle, stood over the stove.

Their two children, Blake and Bertram, skidded across the linoleum, becoming a blur of energy. They slammed the sliding glass door with a rattling thud, only for it to slide back three inches on its tracks.

"Keep it shut!" Michelle called out.. "You're letting the entire swarm of bugs in! Keep the door closed!"

In the garage, Macon dropped his wrench. The metallic clang echoed against the concrete. He wiped his greasy palms on a rag, letting out a heavy sigh before stepping into the kitchen. He found Michelle leaning against the counter, rubbing her temples.

"They won't listen," she muttered without looking up. "I've told them ten times already. It's like they're opening the doors to invite the storm inside."

Macon shook his head with a tired smile. "I'll handle it."

He barely cleared two steps before a violent crash erupted from the dining room. The gut-wrenching screech of splintering wood and exploding china echoed through the hall.

Macon sprinted toward the chaos, his heart hammering against his ribs. He skidded to a halt at the threshold and froze. The sliding glass door had been shattered wide open, leaving a gaping, dark maw that opened straight into the wilderness.

He started to step forward to slide it shut, but a low, guttural sound stopped him cold. The vibrating, muddled growl didn't sound canine. It sounded like air escaping a crushed lung.

Perched atop the dining table, a coyote stared back at him. It was a rotting caricature of the species, its fur a ragged, oil-slicked tapestry of filth. Strips of skin peeled from its flanks like wet parchment, exposing blackened muscle beneath. The beast fixed its gaze on Macon, eyes burning with frantic, pulsating embers of crimson that defied biology. Macon froze, his lungs tightening in his chest. Then he heard the whimpering.

Beneath the table, tucked into the small corner between the heavy legs, Blake and Bertram were balled up with their hands over their heads, paralyzed in the shadow of the monster.

The creature's muscles coiled. It shifted its weight, its claws digging deep gouges into the tabletop as it prepared to launch itself downward, directly at the children.

Macon's pulse hammered against his eardrums. If it lunges, I'm too far. His breath hitched. If I run, I trigger the chase. He was out of options. He had to be the distraction. He had to become the prey.

He hurled his weight back, arms windmilling in a frantic blur. A guttural roar tore from his chest. "Hey!" He scrambled into the middle of the room, throwing his arms wide to make himself the biggest target possible. "Over here! Look at me!"

The creature froze. The glowing red eyes rotated away from the floor, anchoring onto Macon. An absolute silence gripped the room, cut only by a low, vibrating growl that rattled the floorboards beneath his feet.

Macon threw his forearm up to shield his throat, bracing for the hot tear of fangs. He squeezed his eyes shut, a breathless second stretching into eternity as he waited for the beast's weight to crush him.

"RUN!"

The command didn't come from Macon; it came from Michelle. She moved with a speed born of pure, adrenaline-fueled maternal instinct.

Before the coyote's paws could graze Macon's sleeve, Michelle swung. The seasoned cast iron frying pan—heavy, blackened, and unforgiving—connected with the side of the creature's skull with a metallic WHACK.

The coyote didn't just fall—it was swatted out of the air. It slammed into the floor with a heavy thud and a sickening crunch. The beast rolled, dazed, its body twitching in erratic spasms. From its shattered skull, a glowing red eye popped, dangling against matted fur by a grisly thread of optic nerve.

"Get the kids! Go!" Michelle let out a sharp, terrified hiss.

Macon didn't need to be told twice. He scooped Blake and Bertram up in one fluid motion, the kids' silent sobs muffled against his chest as he sprinted for the front door.
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Michelle stood over the mangled creature as it scrambled, claws skidding on the floor. It struggled to regain its footing, the dangling eye swinging like a gruesome pendulum. In that exact nanosecond, something snapped inside Michelle.

Fear died. In its place rose the primal instinct of a mother cat watching over her litter—a concentrated, pent-up rage born of a thousand sleepless nights and endless chores. This thing had dared enter her home. It had dared to come for her babies.

A jagged spark of satisfaction flared in her chest as she took in the raw edge of the wound she'd carved. With a feral snarl, she hoisted the cast-iron skillet. Then she brought it down.

CRUNCH.

Under the heavy iron, the coyote's skull split like a dry gourd. A spray of dark, viscous blood erupted, painting the wall and Michelle's face in a jagged, putrid fountain. Through the splintered bone, gray-white clumps of brain matter buckled outward. A lake of crimson began to spread across the floor, seeping into the grooves of the wood-grain finish.

Great, she thought, her breathing heavy and ragged. That's going to stain.

"MICHELLE! GET OUT OF THERE!"

Macon's frantic scream from the driveway snapped her out of the trance. She looked down at her blood-spattered clothes. The heavy pan was still clutched in her white-knuckled grip. She turned and ran, bursting through the front door and diving into the passenger seat of the idling minivan. Macon didn't wait for her to buckle up; he slammed the car into reverse and floored it.

As they sped away from the small country home, the setting sun dipped below the horizon, casting the town in an eerie, bruised purple. From the woods, a chorus of haunting howls filled the air.

Macon and his family reached Heritage Pointe city limits only to find the town in a death spiral. Chaos choked the streets as those things tore through the crowds. From the car window, they watched in paralyzed horror as coyote ripped the life from a man with a single, surgical strike to the jugular, then vanished into the smoke without a backward glance. Not driven by hunger. Just a cold, predatory sport.

Blake and Bertram whimpered, shielding their eyes, but Michelle remained frozen, unable to look away. Minutes later, the corpse's limbs began to twitch with a sickening, unnatural life. The body lurched upright. With his throat hanging in tattered ribbons, the man rose, his vacant eyes igniting with a familiar, eerie crimson glow.

"Town's a graveyard in the making," Macon whispered.

Blake inched forward, clutching Michelle's arm. "Where are we going, Mommy?"

Before she could answer, the creature they had just watched die leapt onto the trunk. The boys shrieked as the car jolted.

"Speed up, Macon!" Michelle screeched.

"On it!" Macon floored the accelerator. The sudden jerk sent the corpse flying into the air, vanishing from the rearview mirror.

The boys dissolved into tears, but the reprieve was short-lived. As Michelle turned to calm her pack, the car rocked violently. She spun back and screamed. A coyote was clinging to her door. Macon swerved, yanking the wheel from side to side, but the beast didn't budge. It pulled its head back and plunged its teeth into the glass.

Webs of cracks spread across the window. Michelle scrambled toward the center console, desperate to put distance between herself and the window.
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At Gia Valley...

Bezel and Lawrence tore through the high brush. Behind them, Tawanna ran in pure agony, her breath coming in ragged, wheezing gasps. But the instant the house's faded purple siding broke through the tree line, Tawanna exploded past them.

Rocketing forward with swinging elbows, she slammed onto the porch, ripped the heavy front door open, and threw her back against the frame to hold it for the men. Bezel lunged past her, tearing over the threshold.

Lawrence sprinted to join them, then his boot hit a slick patch of damp moss. His legs swept out, sending him crashing hard into the dirt. His ankle twisted at an unnatural angle.

"Lawrence!" Tawanna's throat tore as she screamed his name. She lunged toward him, but the woods bled open. Dozens of lean, mangled shadows erupted into the yard.

A screech of grinding metal cut through the chaos. A second-floor steel window slammed open, and the heavy, matte-black barrel of a rifle thrust out into the gathering dusk.

"Get up!" Brendan roared, his voice instantly drowned out by the deafening, rhythmic crack-crack-crack of automatic fire. Muzzle flashes strobed against the yard, turning the charging pack into a jerky, terrifying stop-motion nightmare.

Lawrence scrambled in the dirt, shielding his face with one arm while hauling his dead-weight ankle forward.

Across the yard, the barn door groaned open. Kelli stomped on the ATV's kickstart, the engine catching with a smoky, sputtering roar. "Tawanna! Barn!"

Tawanna sprinted inside, her slick palms fumbling three times before she managed to slam the heavy slide-bolt into place. Safe for only a second, she fled down the dark concrete tunnel on knocking knees, rushing to press her face against the barn's viewing slat.

Outside, Kelli rocketed into the yard, kicking up a rooster tail of dirt. A rot-gray coyote launched from a woodpile, jaw unhinged, aiming straight for Lawrence's throat. Brendan's heavy rifle round caught the beast mid-air, disintegrating its skull in a spray of black sludge and bone fragments. The headless, mangled torso slammed onto Lawrence's shoulder, pinning him down.

"Get up, Lawrence!" Kelli yelled.

A strangled scream ripped from Lawrence as he wrenched free of the dead weight and scrambled onto the back of the accelerating ATV. He clamped his arms around Kelli's waist, shouting into her back, "Go! Go! Go!"

Kelli yanked the handlebars hard. The tires skidded on blood-slick grass as she swerved past a snapping jaw, then gunned the throttle straight for the barn.

Tawanna nailed the timing—lifting the door just enough for Kelli to blast through, then punching the control to drop it shut behind her."

The ATV skidded sideways and slammed into a stack of hay bales, sending loose straw exploding inside the barn. A heartbeat later, a heavy mass slammed into the steel with a sickening crunch, vibrating straight through the frame and rattling the hinges.

Kelli collapsed over the handlebars, her chest heaving, air whistling through her teeth. Lawrence sat frozen on the back of the ATV, his jaw vibrating so hard his teeth clicked, his hands locked in a white-knuckled death grip on Kelli's jacket. Tawanna backed against the wall, her limbs turning to lead. She couldn't draw enough air into her lungs to speak.

Brendan stepped into the barn with his rifle. Bezel stood behind Brendan. His gaze drifted from Lawrence's shaking hands to the fresh blood smeared along the doorframe. Outside, the creatures continued to slam against the metal, but inside, Brendan's voice cut straight through the noise.

"The steel shutters are down. We're safe for now," Brendan said. "But what the heck did you guys do to attract this much attention?"

Lawrence opened his mouth, but only a dry click came out.

Kelli cut in before he could try again. "Is everyone inside?" she asked, using the back of her glove to wipe the thick, black splatter from her helmet visor.

Tawanna's voice dropped to a frail whisper. "Derron... Yvonne... Shaundalyn. They're still out there. We need to go back." She stepped toward the door, but Kelli's hand shot out, clamping around her wrist like a vice.

Bezel didn't say a word. He just pointed a trembling finger at the security monitor on the wall. 

The grainy screen flickered, showing dozens of jagged figures pacing the perimeter, pressing rotten snouts against the metal shutters.
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Derron, Yvonne, and Shaundalyn scattered toward the woods as a chorus of howling coyotes announced their presence.

Halfway through the thicket, Shaundalyn went rigid. Her eyes darted between the overhead canopy and the shadows on the ground. "Where should we go?" she shrieked over the din.

Yvonne threw a glance over her shoulder. "Keep moving!" she said as she shoved Shaundalyn forward.

Shaundalyn stumbled, a sob catching in her throat. She didn't look back; she didn't have to. The frantic, heavy thud of paws vibrated right through the soles of her shoes.

"We can't—" She choked on a gasp, her chest heaving as her lungs starved for air. "We can't outrun them!"

A horrific, unnatural screech tore through the underbrush, striking so close the vibration rattled Shaundalyn's teeth. She could only watch as Yvonne's gaze swept the shadows and locked onto a massive oak. Yvonne didn't hesitate. She lunged for the lowest branch, her fingers clawing at the rough bark, scraping her knuckles raw as she hauled herself up.

"Up!" Yvonne shrieked down at her. "Shaundalyn, Move!"

The brush behind them exploded, twigs snapping like a volley of gunfire.

Driven by pure, blind reflex, Shaundalyn threw herself at the oak, ripping her nails as she hauled her weight off the forest floor. She cleared the ground just a beat before a mass of dark shadows slammed into the roots right beneath her dangling feet.

Derron skidded through the damp leaf litter as he leapt for a thick pine. A mangled coyote burst from the shadows, its lips peeled back in a permanent, unnatural snarl that exposed yellow, dripping teeth. Derron's muscles locked, rooting him to the spot as the creature's ragged breath hissed into the space between them.

Yvonne shimmied around the trunk and climbed down until she was level with Shaundalyn. "Look inside your backpack for anything to help Derron!" she yelled.

In her panic, Yvonne forgot her own feet were still dangling. Beneath them, a smaller coyote used the back of another as a springboard, launching itself into the air. Jaws snapped shut. Steel-trap teeth clamped onto the thick rubber heel of Yvonne's boot. The downward jerk almost ripped her off the branch.

Screaming, Yvonne smashed her free heel into the creature's milky, ruptured eye. The socket burst in a spray of dark fluid.

The coyote landed with a heavy thud on the creature in front of Derron, triggering a frantic chain reaction of shrieks. The sound snapped him out of his paralysis. Scrambling up the trunk, he ripped his backpack off his shoulders and hurled it upward, letting it snag on a fork in the wood.

He reached for the next branch to pull himself higher, but a shadow erupted from the darkness of a massive, coiled tree root. 

The rotted body slammed into his flank, the impact ripping Derron from his balance. He slid a foot down the slick trunk, his arms flailing as gravity dragged him straight back toward the snapping jaws below.

Another beast leaped, its jaws locking onto his exposed wrist. Bones crunched, unleashing a piercing screech from Derron's lips. Dark, hot crimson spattered across the pale bark, raining down onto the pine needles below. Before he could pull away, a third set of teeth buried deep into his calf, tearing backward through muscle. The woods filled with a raw, bubbling shriek that didn't sound human.

Shaundalyn collapsed onto a thick bough above, her entire body shaking as she stared down into the bloody chaos. Yvonne scrambled toward her.

Shaundalyn's hand slithered into her pocket, her white-knuckled fingers gripping the brass hilt of her pocketknife like a lifeline. "Did it get you?" she whispered. A terrifying loop of Yvonne turning into a zombie played on repeat in her mind, locking her joints with fear.

Yvonne straddled the branch, her chest heaving as she forced air into her burning lungs. "No. No, just the rubber." She hoisted her leg, exposing a shredded heel dripping with foul, dark saliva.

Shaundalyn swallowed hard, her fingers loosening their grip on the pocketknife inside her pocket. Below them, a snarling, snapping mass of fur and rot circled the base of the trunk. The beasts launched themselves upward, their claws scratching against the bark.

The sun had buried itself in the horizon, casting dark shadows across the woods.

"Let's go higher," Shaundalyn choked out, her throat tight as she clawed her way toward the upper branches. "I don't feel safe down here."

Yvonne followed suit, hauling herself up into the thick canopy.

Beneath them, the frantic barking morphed into high-pitched, celebratory shrieks. Then came the tearing of fabric and the wet, rhythmic sound of a feeding frenzy.

"Don't look," Yvonne whispered.

A hot tear spilled over Shaundalyn's eyelid, cutting a clean line through the soot on her face. "How do we get out of here?"

Yvonne stared into the dark upper branches, her jaw tight, shaking her head. "One second at a time."

Those words were Gia's motto.

Shaundalyn shut her eyes, her lips moving in a silent prayer for their survival and for Derron's soul. Wedged deep into the high wooden fork, they listened as the woods went wild.
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Nightfall brought a suffocating silence to Gia valley, but the kitchen table remained set for three empty chairs.

Kelli's boots clicked a relentless, agonizing rhythm across the floor. On the table, the stew had grown cold, untouched. Tawanna stared at her spoon, while Lawrence pushed a piece of potato back and forth across his plate. The silence in the room stretched thin, vibrating with the unspoken truth: the woods had claimed their friends.

Kelli stopped her pacing, her gaze dropping to her own scarred knuckles. She didn't want to think about how quickly the pack was growing, or the way the infection had jumped from human hosts to wildlife.

Without invitation, her mind flashed to the basement of her old house—the smell of copper, the guttural, unholy screeching of the infected man who had broken in to hide. The shovel, heavy in her hands, the weight silencing him.

Kelli stepped over to the control panel by the kitchen window. She mashed her thumb against the rubber button. A harsh, metal-on-metal shriek tore through the kitchen, a grating groan that set her teeth on edge. The heavy steel shutter jerked upward, shuddering to a halt with a concussive thud, revealing the thick, reinforced security bars beneath.

Through the iron slats, the dark yard materialized.

She pressed the override, raising the inner pane just an inch to catch the night air. Almost at once, the stench hit her—a rancid, hot wave of liquefying muscle and stagnant blood.

The darkness below
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