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~Prologue~

The Legend Sleeps
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Over a century has passed since the night Brighton, Illinois was forever changed. Tucked away in the Midwest, the town has long buried the horrors of the early 1900s.

Each year, Brighton hosts a beloved feast where locals and visitors gather to enjoy its signature dish: Brighton Burgoo.

Thomas Maple is a name mostly lost to time, remembered only by a few scattered descendants who hope distance might erase the shadows of their lineage.

The festival has grown in popularity, drawing crowds to Betsey Ann Park for a taste of the famed stew—unaware of the sinister legacy simmering beneath its surface.

One thing remains oddly persistent: Brighton’s feral cat population. Despite natural predators and town efforts, the cats roam freely, their numbers curiously high.

This year, the mayor has promised the most spectacular Betsey Ann Picnic yet. Excitement buzzes through the town.

And it’s a story Selena Carter, a food blogger from St. Louis, refuses to miss...
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Welcome to Brighton
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The road to Brighton stretched endlessly, a cracked ribbon of asphalt slicing through golden fields of corn and soybeans. Selena Carter rolled down her window, letting the warm breeze toss her hair as she glanced at the GPS. Population: 2,164. Small towns always felt like time capsules—charming, quiet, and just a bit too still.

Perfect for a story.

She’d come for the Betsey Ann Picnic, a century-old tradition recently revived by foodie forums. A stew with its own hashtag? That content was gold. Her followers craved hidden gems, and Brighton promised one. She could already see the headline: “The Creepy Origin of America’s Most Mysterious Stew.”

The electric town sign flickered as the highway became Maple Street. A turn at the lone stoplight, a chaos of stop signs, and she arrived at Betsey Ann Park. A banner stretched overhead:

WELCOME TO THE BRIGHTON BETSEY ANN PICNIC

Tents lined the park, striped awnings fluttering in the breeze. Vendors filled the walkways, the air thick with the scent of simmering meat and spices—and something else. Acrid. Like burnt hair. Selena wrinkled her nose. Probably just a grill mishap.

She parked near the old cemetery and grabbed her camera bag. The park buzzed with life: kids darting between booths, a bluegrass band tuning up, locals ladling stew into paper bowls. It was rustic, colorful, and Instagram-perfect.

“First time in Brighton?” came a voice. Selena turned to see a lean man in his thirties, dressed like a historian—corduroy jacket, wire-rimmed glasses. His smile was warm, but his eyes held something heavy.

“Is it that obvious?” she laughed.

“Out-of-towners always look up before they look around,” he said, nodding toward the massive iron bell looming over the park. It hung from a weathered frame, rusted but imposing. A plaque read: THE BETSEY ANN BELL – 1905.

Selena raised an eyebrow. “That’s... dramatic.”

“Brighton’s most famous landmark,” he replied. “And its most infamous.” He extended a hand. “Garrett Maple. Local historian. Unofficial tour guide.”

“Selena Carter,” she said, shaking his hand. “Food blogger. Here for the stew, not the history lesson.”

Garrett chuckled. “You might want both. Around here, they’re connected.”

Before she could ask more, the mayor stepped onto the stage, microphone in hand.

“Welcome to the 118th Brighton Betsey Ann Picnic! This year, we have something extra special...”

Two men wheeled out a massive rope pulley and attached it to the bell.

Selena frowned. “Wait... are they going to..?”

Garrett’s smile faded. “They’re going to ring it.”

The mayor raised his arms. “For the first time in over a century, let the sound of the Betsey Ann Bell ring out across Brighton!”

The rope tightened. The bell swung.

Its deep, resonant toll rolled through the park, vibrating in Selena’s bones. The crowd cheered, oblivious.

But Selena didn’t cheer. Beyond the tents, just past the treeline, she saw them—dozens of cats, eyes glowing like embers.

And for a moment, she smelled it again.

Burnt hair.
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The Festival Begins
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The bell’s echo lingered in the air like a name spoken softly in the dark. Selena lowered her camera, her pulse quickening as the last vibrations faded into the summer evening breeze. Around her, the crowd erupted into applause, oblivious to the heaviness that seemed to settle over the park.

“First time that bell’s rung in over a hundred years,” Garrett said quietly, his eyes fixed on the iron giant. “Some folks think it should’ve stayed silent.”

Selena smirked. “Why? Bad Yelp reviews?”

He didn’t laugh. “Bad history.”

Before she could press him, the mayor launched into a speech about community pride and Brighton’s “rich traditions.” Volunteers began ladling steaming bowls of burgoo into eager hands. The aroma was intoxicating—smoky, savory, with a hint of spice that made Selena’s stomach growl. She snapped a few photos for her blog: rustic wooden tables, smiling locals, and the massive cast-iron kettles bubbling like witches’ cauldrons.

“Here,” Garrett said, handing her a bowl. “The famous Brighton Burgoo. Don’t ask what’s in it.”

Selena grinned. “That’s exactly what I’m going to ask.”

He shrugged. “Traditionally? Whatever meat you had on hand. Rabbit, squirrel, venison. These days, it’s beef and pork. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” she teased, raising an eyebrow.

“Relax,” he said, though his tone was flat. “No cats in the recipe. Not anymore.”

Selena laughed, but the joke landed wrong. She glanced toward the tree line again. The cats were gone—all of them. Not a single tail flicked in the shadows where moments ago they’d been watching.

A chill crawled up her spine.

The festival rolled on as dusk deepened into night. Lanterns flickered to life, casting warm pools of light across the park. The band played lively melodies, and couples danced on the grass. Selena wandered between booths, snapping photos and jotting notes for her article. Everything about Brighton screamed quaint Americana—except for the cats. Or rather, the lack of them. The streets were unnervingly empty for a town that supposedly had a feral cat problem.

She found Garrett near the historical display, a collection of yellowed photographs and brittle newspaper clippings mounted on corkboards. One headline caught her eye: “TRAGIC FIRE CLAIMS 40 LIVES AT DODGE & CLARK SCHOOL.” Another: “LOCAL HERO FALLS IN BATTLE WITH BEAST.”

“Let me guess,” Selena said, pointing to the second headline. “This is where the spooky campfire story comes in?”

Garrett’s jaw tightened. “It’s not a story.”

He gestured to a faded photograph: a stern-faced man in suspenders, standing beside the Betsey Ann Bell. The caption read: Thomas Maple, 1907.

“My great-great-grandfather,” Garrett said. “He killed it.”

“Killed what?”

Garrett met her gaze. His eyes were dark, serious. “The Brighton Werecat.”

Selena laughed, then stopped when she realized he wasn’t joking. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious,” he said. “And if the stories are true, ringing that bell was the worst thing this town could’ve done.”

Before Selena could respond, a scream split the night.
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The First Attack
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The scream tore through the music like a razor through silk, silencing the fiddles mid-note. For a mere heartbeat, the festival froze, laughter suspended, spoons hovering over bowls. Then came the second scream, raw and ragged, from somewhere beyond the food tents.

Selena’s camera was in her hands before she realized it. She sprinted toward the sound, Garrett close behind. The crowd parted reluctantly, murmuring in confusion, until Selena broke through to the park's edge, where the lantern light gave way to darkness.

A man lay sprawled in the grass, his shirt soaked crimson. His eyes were wide, glassy, fixed on nothing. Deep gashes raked across his chest, tearing through fabric and flesh like paper. Blood pooled beneath him, black in the moonlight.

“What the h...,” Selena whispered, her stomach lurching.

“Stay back,” Garrett interrupted sharply, stepping before her. He knelt beside the body, his jaw tightening. “It’s one of the volunteers. I saw him earlier, helping with the stew.”

“What—what did that?” Selena stammered. “A bear? A—”

“Not a bear,” Garrett said grimly. “Look at the marks. Too clean. Too deep.”

Selena forced herself to look. The wounds weren’t ragged like an animal mauling. They were precise, almost surgical, as if carved methodically. But the spacing... the spacing was wrong. Four long slashes, evenly spaced, like the fingers of a giant hand.

Or claws.

A rustle in the trees snapped Selena’s head up. Something moved in the shadows - fast, low to the ground
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