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“The witch chanted out loud, runes of blue fire enveloped her hands. Her dark magic manifested in full power.”  Megan bit her lip, the crisp paper slicing into the soft pads of her fingers. Practically daring her to turn the next page and find out what evil deed the witch had accomplished next. The soft hiss of the night wind through the trees only enhanced the crackle and snap of the fire. Its dancing orange light cast long shadows over every bump and curve of her camping equipment, the full moon overhead was so bright that she could read her book without a flashlight. She was beginning to wonder why she wanted to bring a book about a witch who cursed an entire village to be eaten alive by zombies when she was camping alone in the Deep River valley.

Temporary insanity was looking like a winner right now, or maybe even full-blown Full Moon Fever.

Letting the book fall closed with a soft thump, her nose flared, trying to suck in as much air as possible, and her curvy legs burned with the urge to run. This is stupid, she attempted to tell herself, curling her plump body deeper into a wool blanket, but the eerie chill refused to let go. Nobody is out here but me and a bunch of sleeping forest critters. Her dark brown eyes flicked side to side, stretching the muscles until they burned, and searched the looming shadows of each tree for a withered hand or foot popping up out of the ground. 

Six months ago, she never would have dreamed about actually camping by herself. But that was before her business partner was arrested on a DUI, and promptly put in jail for assaulting a police officer with a can of spray cheese. The last she’d heard, the poor guy was still having nightmares and couldn’t stand to walk past the chips and dip section at the grocery store. With her partner in jail for another six months, that left her the sole person in charge of their chain of baby supply stores. Dealing with five hundred pregnant and new mothers calling for her blood whenever something wasn’t right had finally gotten to her, and she needed peace. The type of calm, quiet, the nearest person was a hundred miles away peace that could only be found in Mother Nature. It was paradise. A dream came true, and the sweat pasting her hair flat against her neck wasn’t her creeped-out level climbing at all.

“This is stupid. Why am I afraid? I’ve got a fire, food, and bear spray.” Flipping the book closed and tugging her blanket around her body like a cocoon. The flannel shirt and jeans she’d packed should have been thick enough to keep out the night chill, but neither one was doing its job. The shirt felt no thicker than tissue paper wrapped around her curves, particularly snug around her generous D-cup breasts, and let the rounded tips of her nipples show through the fabric. Her jeans were just as snug across her wide hips and thighs, the seams stretched to the max and groaned each time she bent down. She huffed and plucked a finger at each side of the waistband, trying to keep it from digging into her skin, but that last ice cream breakdown at midnight two days ago must have packed on the pounds because it refused to budge. “First thing when I get back, all the rocky road is going in the garbage.” She grumbled, frowning hard as a second shiver swept across her body, and a few strands of her curly chestnut hair worked free from her ponytail and fell across her shoulders.

It had all started when she’d stopped at a hole-in-the-wall diner for gas a few hours ago. The waitress had warned her that the woods got real spooky at night, but she’d be fine as long as she had several flashlights and a warm fire burning high. They had nice coffee too, and she’d gladly taken a cup as the waitress had checked the back for an extra flashlight she wanted her to have when someone else had spoken up. An old man in a hunter’s outfit of a flannel shirt, thick vest, and rugged jeans. “City slicker! You’d be better off running back where ya came from instead of going into the woods tonight. Only fools go out when it’s a full moon like this, or you’ll get caught by the spirits.”

“Lester! You stop scaring the visitors. Ain’t no one got time to listen to your stories.” The waitress screeched back, something thumping hard in the background, and it pinged off of something metal that Megan hoped wasn’t valuable.

“Spirits?” She gasped, her stomach starting to shiver and shake, and her hands decided to give in to her shattering nerves. The jagged edges of her fingernails tapped out a frantic rhythm on the chipped ceramic. Oh, God. She wasn’t about to walk into a horror movie, was she? Sure, she hadn’t researched everything completely, but the campground had a 98 percent approval rating and five stars for safety. “What do you mean?” Her eyes narrowed, and she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Deep in the forest, there are three spirits. No one knows exactly what they are, some say ghosts, some say fairies, others say they are the guardians of the forest themselves. But they all agree that there are three of them, wandering the forest under the pale moonlight, and hunting anyone who would dare harm their home.” The old man smiled, showing off the yellowed blocky teeth hiding behind thin lips, and he scratched a mud-crusted fingernail against his bristly chin. “I knew one guy who dropped a granola bar wrapper in a stream, and it floated away before he could catch it. He woke up to claws running down his back, bruises all over his arms and legs, and his eyes burning from the smell of cinnamon. I think he’s still got the bloody shirt if you want to see it.”

“No!” She snapped, both hands flying palm up in front of her chest like she could ward off whatever he was bringing up, and a scowl pinched his wrinkled forehead as he sank back into his chair. Serving in the Daisy Scouts when she was eight had given her some ghost story experience, but this was beyond anything she’d heard before. A severe chill raked its fingers down her spine, and her skin turned to solid goosebumps. “Thank you, but I really can’t. I have to go.”

“Suit yerself,” The old man shrugged, his bony shoulders trying to rip through his shirt and vest. “Just trying to warn the public, but no one ever listens. No, ain’t no one got the balls to go head-to-head with the spirits yet.” He broke off muttering under his breath, one hand lifting an identical mug to his mouth for a loud sip.

The memory faded as Megan shook her head, her left hand scratching above her ear, and the dull sensation slowly brought her thoughts back into the present. The old man had been creepy enough in the diner, but now here in the forest with the moon shining high over her head, and the shadows closing in around the sides. The story’s effects had doubled, the frantic thud of her heart slamming hard against her ribs screamed her fear out loud, and she panted as she shoved her hands into the depths of her backpack. The rough edge of boxes and cans pushed back against her fingertips, taunting her like a living puzzle, and she cursed again. Fat beads of sweat slicked her hair to her neck, and pasted her shirt even tighter to her skin. Where was it? Ah-ha! Something thin and cool finally touched her pinky, and her eyes stretched wide. The flashlight! Curling her fingers around it, she yanked hard. The flashlight popped out, followed by a second clink and thunk. A cool wetness spread along the upper edge of her thigh, and she shuffled back, her knees squishing into the softening ground with every step.

“Shit! I must have knocked the cap off my water bottle!” Too little, too late. Megan slapped her hand against the ground, fingers darting across the muck to find the plastic top, but it stayed out of reach. Each swipe spreading the water out into silvery streams, it formed a crescent shape that reflected her own light, and glowed even brighter than the flashlight in her hand. What the hell? She lifted an eyebrow, her heart pounding against her ribs as she swiped her hand through the water, and the cool mud caked beneath her fingers. But it revealed something else, firm and hard, the circular edge of the cap pushed back against her palm
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