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Deep in the woods, enveloped in a clearing, was the modest hamlet of Shadowood.  A beautiful location indeed, with everything a person might need, but the townspeople lived in fear.

The lumberjack, Jacob Timberman, was the first to go missing.  Emma Baker disappeared too.  As for the Smith twins, most of their remains were found inside the forge, but one can only guess at what happened to their entrails.

Some believed they were victims of a madman who crept in from the woods.  Others thought that perhaps bears or wolves got up to no good.  Old man Fletcher, on the other hand, spread tales the likes of which no one in that modest community had ever heard before.  He told anyone who would listen that they were facing neither beast nor man, but rather a combination of the two: a werewolf.

It wasn’t long before poor ol’ Fletcher was a laughingstock.  No one believed what he said.  Instead of taking the tales of werewolves seriously, they said he was sick in the head.

Farren Shadowheart, a lovely young woman at the age of sixteen, was madly, passionately in love with her best friend, Erin Carter.  As the two matured, so too did their relationship.  What started with a stolen kiss behind the stables one starry night progressed into more - so much more.  The innocent adventures they had in the woods since childhood were no longer so innocent.  Once so carefree, Farren carried the burden of a secret.  No one could suspect a thing, no one could be the wiser, or the consequences exacted upon the couple would surely be severe.

An unthinkable act of sedition in the minds of the townspeople.

A sin in the eyes of God (or at least that’s what John Cross, the town priest, would have the citizens believe).

It wasn’t long before the pressure weighed on Farren - on her heart and on her very soul.  Erin too began to feel crushed by the magnitude of the secret - by the sheer strength it took to contain the desires dwelling within.  It wasn’t long before they reached the same conclusion.

“Someday...  Someday soon, we’ll leave and find a place where we can be together,” Erin promised in a sundrenched clearing.

“I...” Farren started, sliding off an antique jeweled ring from her finger.  “I want you to have this.” 

“But it was your mother’s.”

“And now it’s yours.”

“But...” Erin trailed off when Farren gingerly placed a finger to her lips.

“Until we can get away, until we can be together freely, I’ll rejoice in knowing that a piece of me - this ring - will always be with you.”

A momentary silence fell between the two as Farren slid the ruby embedded silver down the length of Erin’s petite ring finger.

“It’s...” Erin paused with a sniff as a tear coursed down her cheek.  “It’s beautiful,” she commented before moving in for a kiss and an embrace.

Until the day when the young lovers could start their lives together, Farren wanted - she desperately needed - a distraction.  She’d welcome anything that would take her mind off the situation and the realities of circumstance.  When she heard her father’s mocking retelling of Fletcher’s warning, an idea instantly formed in her mind.

The following day, just as dusk began to fall, Farren entered the woods and hid out of sight of the townspeople.  Despite the rain, there she stayed until the moon was high above the trees and the hamlet was in the full grip of night.  That’s when she put her plan in action.

Running as fast as her legs could carry her, Farren screamed bloody murder as she headed towards the middle of town.  In no time at all, she gained the full attention of the townspeople who all came out to see what was going on.

“What is it, child?” John asked as he approached the young woman.

“A devil!” Farren cried.

There was an audible gasp from the crowd.

“A devil?” John prodded.

“Yes, a devil.  It had the head of a wolf, the body of a man, and was all covered in fur.  When it snarled, I saw those sharp, bloodstained teeth.  And those eyes...  Oh God, those eyes.  They glowed red in the moonlight.  It was like nothing I’d ever seen before.  And there was something else,” Farren explained frantically, still gasping for breath.

“Yes, my child?  Do go on,” John replied.

“The way it walked, the way it came after me...”

“What about it?” a voice chimed in from the assembled mass of onlookers.

“It walked like no beast, but upright.  It walked like a man.”

“It was a werewolf.  I knew it.  There’s nothing else it could be,” old man Fletcher spoke up.

“You know?  I think he’s right,” Ayden Weaver emerged from the crowd.

A number of side conversations broke out as the townspeople discussed the development.

“People!  People please, settle down,” John interrupted.  “What this humble Child of God has bore witness to is alarming.  It confirms the worst of our fears and casts aside all doubt that indeed we’re being tested by God.  And it’s by His divine grace, and His grace alone, that we will overcome this challenge.  Make no mistake about it.  Now is not the time to lose hope.  It’s not the time to abandon our faith.  Instead, it’s time to don the full Armor of Christ and face this demon head on.”

Just then, right that very moment, a flash of lightning streaked down from the dark overcast sky and struck the church - instantly setting it ablaze.  Within moments, the entire structure was engulfed.

Nearly all the assembled townspeople backed away from the structure and stood in awe as the flames consumed the building.  John Cross, however, approached the inferno and fell to his knees.

Shaking his fists in the air, John cried, “Damn you, devil!”

As if responding to John’s protest, a booming bellow echoed from inside the structure and the roof caved in.  Then the steeple, easily the highest structure in town, collapsed into itself.  This dislodged the large wooden cross, which had stood at the peak of the tower, and sent it hurtling towards the soggy earth below.

A collective gasp emanated from the crowd as they watched the cross strike the priest in the head.  Instantaneously, blood, brain matter, and jagged fragments of John’s skull exploded in every direction.  The headless body then fell backwards into the mud with the cross coming to rest on top.

As most of the townspeople stood in silence, collectively in shock, Ayden began to laugh hysterically.  This led old man Fletcher to ask, “What’s so funny?”

“I...” Ayden began, struggling to stifle his laughter enough to speak.  “I didn’t see that coming.  John was all, ‘Damn you, devil!’ Then...” he continued before breaking into a descending whistle.  “Splat!”

Right at that moment, for the first time in a long time (or possibly ever), the entire town of Shadowood broke out in laughter.  For a precious moment, all the troubles and terrors faded into the background.

“So, what are we going to do about John?” Farren finally asked.

“M’eh.  It’s cold and rainy, and it’s not like John’s going anywhere.  We’ll take care of him tomorrow,” Ayden replied.

Several voices from the crowd remarked in agreement before the townspeople disbursed back to their homes.

Over the course of the night, rain transformed the burning remains of the church into smoldering rubble.  All matter of wild things crept in from the woods to feast on the remains of John, and insects too began their invasion.  The rats seemed particularly fond of his brains, which were sprawled along the muddy earth, and carried bits in their mouths as they scurried back to the safety of the underbrush.
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