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1

Summer Quinn nearly staggered from the wave of heat that washed over her as she stepped out of the air-conditioned family planning clinic into the sweltering June day.


Gah! I need to get some water before I drive home, she thought. The temperature, combined with continued, though lessened cramping had her in considerable discomfort; her sweats, though loose enough to keep pressure off her abdomen, seemed to suck the heat in, bathing her in her own sweat. Locating her Chevy Volt at the far end of the parking lot next to a luxury RV, she made a beeline through the labyrinthian parking lot for her little blue EV.


I wish Alex was here.

But of course, he couldn’t be; it was risky enough for her to be travelling across the state line alone. For him to take an extra day off work might trigger questions, whereas her missing a day of classes would go largely unnoticed. For both of them to be seen playing hooky at the same time…

She wound her way through the maze of vehicles and pulled out her keys, hitting both the remote lock and start buttons as she went. As she reached for her car door, an older woman, perhaps in her sixties, climbed out of the passenger’s side of the colossal motorhome, clutching a giant paper rectangle that strongly resembled Oregon State.

“Excuse me, miss? Can you help me? My husband and I seem to be lost,” the woman said. Summer wasn’t sure if the redness in her cheeks was sunburn, or if the woman was flustered.


Boomers, she thought, only boomers would still use a map. At twenty-two, she herself was fully a product of the digital age.


“I’m afraid I’m not actually from—,” Summer was cut short as zero-point-five milliamps, travelling at an insane voltage, slammed into her tailbone. She hit the ground in agony as the woman opened the RV’s side door and grabbed her legs. She had the vague awareness of being hoisted up by another pair of hands and being loaded into the motorhome before pain overwhelmed her mind and the world cut to black.

Less than a minute later, the RV drove out of the clinic’s parking lot, the little blue Volt with the Idaho license plates left behind, engine still running.
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Callie Smithers closed her eyes and took another swallow of caffeine. The Sumatran beans mixed with cocoa and whipped cream did more to warm her weary body than the morning sunlight that crept along the cobblestones of the coffee shop patio.

Cracking one eye open, she found herself with unexpected company; a large corvid had taken occupancy of the seat across from her, where it studied her breakfast eagerly.


One crow for sorrow, she thought, recalling the poem her father used to recite to her in her childhood. Counting Crows it was called; she absently wondered if the band knew there were thirteen of them, not the seven they sang about.


“Is that Canuck?” The voice was a touch huskier than Callie’s own, but with the same Welsh accent.

Callie turned to her best friend, Jumara Dosanjh, affectionately known as Jumi.

Physically, the two were almost twins; both a shade over five-and-a-half feet, possessed of athletic builds, and with hair kept in pixie cuts. 

There the similarities ended however; where Callie was pale and blue-eyed, with locks so blonde they were almost white, Jumi was dark all over, her hair the shade of the bird’s own feathers, her deep brown eyes sparkling with mischievous humor.

“Canuck?” Callie looked at Jumi, confused.

“Yeah, Canuck. You know—the world-famous Canadian crow? Photos of him all over social media, holding a knife, with his little orange leg band, like an ankle monitor?”

Callie couldn’t help but smile. “I don’t think so, Jumi. This one’s short a band. And a knife. Also, I think it’s a bit bigger than a crow. More likely it’s a raven.”

Jumi looked. “So, it is. In that case, shoo, bird!” She flung a hand in the raven’s general direction, which it studiously ignored.

Callie snorted; Jumi stared at the bird in disbelief. It in turn continued to eye Callie’s breakfast.

“Here you go, girl,” Callie broke off a part of her oat bar and threw it to the far side of the patio. With what may have been a croak of gratitude, the corvid sailed across the cobblestones to its prize.

Jumi harumphed and sat down in the newly vacated chair as she pulled a cigarette from a fresh pack of Benson & Hedges. “How do you know it’s a girl?”

Callie shrugged, “I don’t. I’m just tired of always assuming everything’s male until proven otherwise.”

Jumi lit her smoke, inhaled, exhaled, then raised her cup, “I’ll drink to that.”

The two touched cups and sipped. Jumi looked her friend up and down.

“You know, you still look a bit rough.”

Callie flashed a smile. “It’s nothing. Just—”

“—the dreams. You said that earlier.”

Callie gave a small shrug and held her silence.

Jumi spoke softly, “It’s been nearly four years, Callie. I know it was traumatic. I can’t imagine what it was like. But it’s been almost four years. He’s not coming back from the dead. You need to let it go.” She reached across the table and squeezed Callie’s hand.


Callie shuddered. If only you knew the truth. But you couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe me. No one would. The truth that never made it to the papers; the truth about one snowy December night when something more than a serial killer had stalked her among the shipping containers in the dockyards where she’d been working security. That still stalked her in her dreams.


It pulled its gore-flecked muzzle from between Dave’s jagged ribs and swung its head to face her.

A surge of bile rose up in Callie’s throat, spurred by the recollection. She swallowed quickly, trying to maintain her composure under Jumi’s concerned gaze.


Her voice was smaller than she intended. “I’m still going to counselling. It is helping. It’s just taking time.”



Of course, it would help if someone else believed in werewolves, she thought. Aside from those agents from Parks Canada. I still can’t believe they have a department for dealing with the supernatural.


Jumi nodded. “Okay.” Took a sip of her latte. “So, when is our third wheel arriving?”

“Jumi! She’s not a third wheel. She’s actually very sweet. I think you’ll like her.”

“Mm-hm,” came the reply. “That’s not her there, is it?”

Jumi pointed to a buxom redhead in a sundress standing at the crosswalk on the far side of the street, who happened to be waving enthusiastically in their direction, a pair of wheeled suitcases trailing behind her.

Callie's cheeks burned, “That’s her! That’s Rebecca!” She waved back, her heart rate doubling.

Jumi looked at Callie and scrunched her eyebrows. “She’s not the third wheel. I am.”

Callie's face heated up like a furnace. She turned to reassure her best friend, but by then Rebecca had crossed the intersection, and introductions were in order.

From the railing on the far side of the patio, the raven watched the trio meet, a glint of inhuman intelligence sparkling in its coal-black eye.
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Jumi spent much of the drive to the Canada-US border musing on how different, yet entirely suited-for-each-other Callie and Rebecca were.

Whereas Callie could be shy and quiet, Rebecca was bubbly and talkative; where Callie could be overly focused, such as the way she intently steered them through light traffic, Rebecca seemed somewhat flighty, jumping from topic to topic without warning.

“So, Callie said you’re a spy? Like James Bond?” Rebecca asked from the front passenger seat of Callie’s Ford Explorer.

Jumi had to suppress a smile in the back seat. “Not exactly—I work for MI5, which is domestic. Like the Americans’ FBI. MI6 is an international intelligence agency. Like the CIA. Or CSIS.

“And I’m not at all like James Bond. I’m actually an analyst. I spend most of my days looking for patterns and anomalies and dissecting them when I find them.”

“Oh,” Rebecca seemed mildly disappointed.

“So,” said Jumi, “Is this your first time to Disneyland?”

“No,” said Rebecca, perking up considerably, “I went when I was six—I don’t remember a lot, but I do know I loved it. I’m very excited to be going again! Have you ever been?”

“Not to this one,” said Jumi. “Callie and I went to Disneyland Paris a few times when we were growing up, but I imagine it’s a bit different.”

“Well, I’m so glad you’re coming with us! Callie talks about you a lot. How long are you here for?”

“I’m on hols until the end of July. So, if we want to spend an extra day or two, I’m good for it.”

“Hols?” Rebecca looked uncomprehendingly back at Jumi.

“Holidays,” Callie interjected.

Rebecca grinned, “I love your Welsh slang! It’s so…”

“Lush?” said Jumi.


“Yes! Lush! That’s a great word! So…lush.”


Jumi caught Callie’s frown in the rearview mirror and threw a wry smile back.

“It’s very lush of you two to let me join you on this trip! I was really worried I was going to be a third wheel. And I really appreciate you making room in the schedule for my detour.”

Jumi’s eyebrow raised. “Detour?”

An embarrassed cough erupted from the driver’s seat. “Uhm—sorry, I meant to tell you—it just slipped my mind.”

Jumi’s eyebrow arced higher.

“I’m sorry,” Rebecca said, genuine concern in her voice, “I hope it’s not a problem—I promise, it’s just one day.”

“One day?” said Jumi, firing a look into the rearview mirror.

“Well, yes,” Rebecca looked at Callie worriedly, then back to Jumi. “I have family in Oregon—uncles and cousins I’ve never actually met, but I have my grandfather’s ashes—his wish was to be returned home.”

“Ah,” said Jumi.

“I also thought we could visit The Enchanted Forest, seeing as it’s on the way…”

Jumi blinked in surprise, “I’m sorry, did you say The Enchanted Forest?”

Rebecca blushed. “It’s a small amusement park in Oregon. It has a rollercoaster, log ride, haunted house, bumper cars—I thought it would be a nice warm-up for Disneyland. As well as helping to make up for the detour.”

“Hm,” said Jumi, “Sounds like fun, actually.” She caught Callie’s look of relief in the rearview mirror and couldn’t resist a slight smile.

“And don’t you worry, Rebecca,” Jumi said, “There’s no third wheel here.” She settled smugly into the back seat, enjoying the color that was filling Callie’s cheeks.
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Federal Bureau of Investigation Agent Lucas Thorne studied the rows of colorfully wrapped rectangles before him. From one to another his powder blue eyes flicked, finally coming to rest on several small packages in brown wrappers.


Snickers, he thought. I want Snickers.


Decisively, he reached out and selected one of the candy bars, adding it to the two bottles of Coke, the bag of salt-and-vinegar chips, and the box of Nerds clutched in his other hand. With a carnivalesque lack of grace, he moved to the gas station counter as his free hand struggled to wrestle his wallet from the front pocket of his slacks.

The attendant, a middle-aged woman in jeans and a green Fas Gas golf shirt, watched with open amusement as the tall, slim man with the dark wavy hair piled his treasures on the counter and pushed a twenty-dollar bill across the glass top. After scanning Thorne’s purchases and loading them into a brown paper bag, she pushed it along with his change towards him.

“Thank you,” he said, collecting his change and paper sack. “Have a great day.” He smiled at her before heading for the door, her amused smile following him all the way out.

Outside the store he crossed the lot to the pumps, where his partner sat behind the wheel of an antediluvian Buick station wagon.

“You know, you’re the living embodiment of that meme about the unsupervised nine-year old buying snacks for a road trip.” FBI Agent Kendall Waters eyed Thorne and his brown paper bag critically as he slid into the wagon’s passenger seat. Shorter than Thorne by only an inch or two, her long, honey blonde hair and dark brown eyes stood in sharp contrast to her partner.

“Well, it is a road trip. And I am technically unsupervised,” Thorne said, looking over the bag of veggie chips and the bottle of spring water sitting in the middle of the bench seat. “You look like you’re going to a meditation retreat.”

“After a week undercover with you? I may need one.”

Thorne laughed as Waters pulled the car out of the station and headed toward the Number Five on-ramp. “How long to Hemelshol?”

“Hemels-hol. Not ‘shol’. Hem-ells. Hall. And we should be there by four, maybe a little after.” Waters merged onto the interstate and pumped the gas to get ahead of a gargantuan luxury RV driving exactly the speed limit.

“Excellent,” Thorne peeled plastic from his Snickers bar. “Time to settle in before dinner. Unless we get lucky, and our suspect blows himself up first. Lord knows, he’s got enough ANFO to do it.”

“As if we should be so lucky. No, I think we’re seeing this one through. As long as our cover isn’t compromised.”

“I don’t see why it would be, given your uncle’s a community elder.” Thorne ripped into his candy bar with unbridled zeal.

“Mmm, Mennonites are a bit more suspicious of outsiders than that. Uncle Levi will give us an in, but they’ll still keep an eye on us. Again, no cell phones while we’re here—”

“Yes, yes, they’re a technology-averse community. I am aware,” Thorne spoke through a mouthful of Snickers, “Almost nothing built after nineteen-sixty, and even then, very little invented before nineteen-hundred. Hence, our sweet ride.” He waved his Snickers around. “Like we’re driving back into the bronze age.”

Waters shot him a look.

“What? We both grew up in conservative Christian households. We know our scripture. That’s why they keep teaming us up for these assignments. Doesn’t mean I can’t complain about the fact I can’t play Terraforming Mars on my iPhone.”


“First, you can definitely not play—anything on your phone. Secondly, my household wasn’t as conservative as Hemelshol. And yours definitely was not.”


“Yeah. I meant before I was adopted,” Thorne said quietly, recalling chain link fences with razor wire. He popped the last of the Snickers into his mouth and twisted open one of the bottles of coke, the compound at Mount Carmel far too close in the rearview mirror of his mind.

For the next hour, they drove in silence.
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Summer lay helpless on a bunk, her arms secured above her head to a bar by pink fur-lined handcuffs, a rubber ball gag in her mouth. The motorhome rocked and swayed beneath and around her, as it sailed down an unknown highway.

At the far end of the bunk, by her feet, a crucifix hung on the wall; an ugly, brown wool curtain hung beside the bunk, concealing the rest of the motorhome from her.

Stripped down to white lace bra and panties and the pink Maxi Pad she’d worn out of the clinic, tears and a deep terrible dread filled her eyes. Her abdominal muscles seized, nearly causing her to cry out; only with great effort was she able to stifle it, the pain making it difficult to think clearly.

She heard footsteps outside the berth; slow and measured, as if the walker was trying to contain their anticipation of some great event.

The curtain slid open on its track; in the open space stood a man who Summer would have guessed was in his early sixties, if she hadn’t been terrified by the look of hateful lust in his eyes.

“Well, if the little Jezebel isn’t awake,” he said, his voice coarse and full of venomous honey. He hovered over her, appraising her, like a wolf spider preparing to pounce on a butterfly.

“You’ve been a very, very bad girl, Summer Quinn. Little whores like you don’t appreciate the gifts God bestows on them. Not to worry though—you’ll get yours.”

He reached down and roughly shoved one hand under the cup of her bra. Her skin became frigid gooseflesh all over, her nipple hardening against her will, which only seemed to make him more excited. Her screams were too muted by the ball gag to be of any value; the repulsion and terror in her eyes only heightened his apparent arousal. The rancid smell of his sweat mixed with some archaic cologne filled her nostrils, making her choke.

“First though, I’m gonna get mine.” The man closed the curtain and unbuckled his pants.

Summer tried to fight, in vain.

Which made him like it even more.


6

Callie pulled into The Enchanted Forest’s parking lot just after three, the afternoon sunlight that filtered through evergreen branches painting the hood of her Ford Explorer.

The drive had been a long one; the wait at the Canada-U.S. border had been nearly an hour, with them eventually finding themselves in the little border town of Blaine, then onto the I5, heading into Oregon.

Callie was grateful that Jumi had been receptive to the detour; with all her worry about Jumi and Rebecca getting along, she had forgotten about Rebecca’s grandfather’s ashes.

Now, however, they were finally at their first destination, this tiny, quaint amusement park hidden in the forests of Oregon. A chance to hopefully sneak in some quality time with Rebecca.

The three spilled out of the Explorer, relieved to be off the road, excited at the prospect of some playtime.

A gurgling croak sounded from a few feet away, startling the three women.

“Well, look at that! Looks like your friend followed us here, Callie!” Jumi gestured at a raven perched on a wooden post, one beady black eye fixed on them.

“I highly doubt she followed us all the way here,” Callie said. “Vancouver’s full of people who would be happy to feed her.”

“Your friend?” Rebecca looked to Callie, perplexed.

“Someone I shared my breakfast with,” Callie said.

“Did you know,” said Rebecca, “Crows and ravens are very intelligent? Apparently, they never forget a face, and always remember how they were treated by people.”

“Well in that case, I’m doomed,” said Jumi. “So let me have some fun in The Enchanted Forest before your friend there goes Alfred Hitchcock on me on her sister’s behalf.”

Callie smiled, “Then let’s go!” She grabbed Jumi and Rebecca and pulled them towards the entrance, the feel of Rebecca’s hand in hers sending delicious sparks through her body.

Behind them, the raven’s head bobbed up and down in enigmatic acknowledgement before with a flutter of wings, it took to the sky, sailing in the direction of the valley of Hemelshol.
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Jumi couldn’t help but laugh as Rebecca shrieked and stumbled backwards as the creature advanced. A low howl filled the room, unbroken by Rebecca’s sudden interjection.

“Callie?”

Jumi tensed at the concern in Rebecca’s voice.

The werewolf stopped. “Is she alright?” A touch of panic tainted the muffled voice.


Callie was not alright, that much was clear to Jumi.


Naturally pale, Callie’s complexion had turned paper-white. Her breath came in ragged gasps. The pale blue of her irises was nearly swallowed by her pupils.


This is what it’s like when someone sees a ghost, Jumi thought.


“We need an exit! Now!” she snapped at the faux lycanthrope. “And take off the damned mask!

Startled into action, the actor pulled off the rubber wolf’s head, revealing a teenage boy, his head a mop of sandy blonde hair over bright blue doe-eyes. The young man pressed on a section of wall painted with a dark forestscape, and a balsa wood door flew open, revealing a narrow, dimly lit corridor.

“F—follow me!” he stepped into the hallway and turned right.


“Rebecca, you go first,” Jumi said. “We need to some distance between Callie and—him.”


Rebecca didn’t hesitate. She stepped through the doorway and followed the young man in the werewolf costume.


Jumi nodded her approval. This one just might be a keeper, she thought, before turning to Callie.


Callie’s pupils had lessened, but her breath still came in rasps. She was starting to shake, as if the temperature had dropped twenty degrees.


Worry spread across Jumi’s face. Callie was normally a paragon of coolness-under-fire; to freeze up like this?


She remembered the morning’s conversation; the trauma that still haunted her friend.

I think you need a lot more counselling. And I should’ve known better than to pull you into a haunted house.

Jumi took Callie by both shoulders. “Callie, it’s okay. We’re going to get you out of here. Okay? You just let me lead you.”

Callie gave a single, sharp nod.

Taking her friend by the hand, Jumi led her into the hidden passage. At the far end, Rebecca and the young man waited. As Jumi led Callie towards them, they disappeared to the left; when Jumi reached where they’d been standing, she saw it was a T-junction, corridors to the right and left, with the latter ending in a door bathed in sunlight. A red EXIT sign burned above the door; Rebecca and the teenage actor again waited for them.

Steering Callie in front of her and away from the empty hall on the right, Jumi gently pushed her towards the outside.

“There’s the exit, Callie. You’re going to be fine. We’re almost out.”

They emerged into the afternoon sun in a small lot behind the attraction; signs posted on the walls of the building declared it Staff Parking. Jumi guided Callie to a picnic table normally used by staff on breaks; a tin bucket half-full of cigarette butts sat on the far end. A half-dozen cars were scattered about the lot.

“I—I have to report this to my manager,” the young man stammered apologetically, the werewolf mask still hanging from one rubber-clawed hand.

Jumi noticed Callie was making a conscious effort to not look at him.

“I understand,” she said, “Please. Go get them and have them bring a blanket. She’s in mild shock.”

Jumi looked to Rebecca, “Can you go with him? Make sure they bring the blanket?”

“Yes,” said Rebecca. Her voice, though filled with concern, remained steady. “Should I bring water too?”

“No,” said Jumi, “It could make her choke. Just the blanket. We need to keep her warm.”

Rebecca and the young man left without another word.

“You should lie down,” Jumi said.

Callie shook her head, her eyes finding Jumi’s. “I’m sorry,” she said, shakily.


“Don’t be. You didn’t know. I didn’t know. Though I should have. You’d think I would’ve clued in there’d be a werewolf in a haunted house.”


Jumi frowned. “I’m—I’m sorry I was so dismissive this morning. Of your nightmares. I haven’t taken them as seriously as I should. I’m sorry.”

A trembling hand reached out and took Jumi’s. “All good.”

Jumi looked down at Callie’s hand and frowned. “You haven’t told her, have you?”

“Rebecca? No. I haven’t.” Callie looked down. “I guess I kind of have to, now. Hard to explain this now, otherwise.” She gestured toward the rear face of the haunted house.

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” Jumi squeezed Callie’s hand, “It’s pretty obvious you like her—which is why you brought her, and why we’re doing the side trip. In fact, I’m betting that’s why we’re driving, not flying, isn’t it?”

Callie looked sheepishly at the ground.


Jumi nodded. “I thought as much. “You’ve been flirting with her—or trying to—since we got here. On the log ride. On the Ferris wheel. On the roller coaster. I hate to say this Callie, but I’m not sure she’s even aware you’re trying to flirt with her. Are you sure she’s queer?”


A startled look ran across Callie’s face. “I think—”

“Excuse me—Ms. Smithers? Ms. Dosanjh?”

The two turned to the woman who had addressed them. Dressed in chinos and a green golf shirt with a silver ‘MANAGER’ nametag pinned to it, the woman held a clipboard underneath one arm. A few steps behind her, Rebecca came with a thick grey blanket which she promptly draped around Callie’s shoulders.

“I understand there’s been an incident?” the park manager said.
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Thorne guided the station wagon down the blacktop lane, marveling at how wide it was for a country road. And well-maintained, he thought.


At least the summer heat was manageable now. He and Waters had changed into Mennonite clothing at a roadside gas station and diner off the I5; the soft linen of the shirt was to his surprise much cooler than his suit, allowing his skin to breathe.

The roadside orchards also provided refuge from the sun; though not reaching directly overhead, the trees—fruit-laden cherry on one side, chestnut and walnut on the other—flanked the narrow roadside ditches, casting long, cool shadows across the car as it glided towards Hemelshol.


“It’s beautiful out here,” Thorne said, “Everything seems so—lush.”



A tractor-trailer passed them heading out of the valley, Baas Fruits & Produce stenciled on the side. Again, Thorne was impressed with the width of the road.


“Apparently Hemelshol provides some of the freshest, tastiest fruit and produce in the continental United States. Most of the valley is owned by the Baas family; even the Mennonite community sits on Baas land. All these orchards are owned by them; the Mennonites work the orchards and fields and pay the lease through a share of the crops.”

“How do you know all this?”

Waters smirked. “Because I read the background in our briefing?”

“Right. They do those. Very thoughtful of them.”

A thought occurred to him, and he looked at Waters.

“You took a highlighter to it, didn’t you?”

“What? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Waters said, her face matching shade with the cherries.


Thorne chuckled, slowing the Buick as they approached a T-junction. A sign on the roadside pointed forward, the words Town of Hemelshol painted in white against a stained chestnut background; a second sign mounted below it gestured to the left, identical to the first except for the words Gemeinde Hemelshol instead.


“So, what do you think?” he said.

“Well, ‘Gemeinde’ is a Mennonite term for ‘community’. So, I’m going to bet we should be going left,” Waters said.

“Bet? Don’t Mennonites consider gambling a sin?”

“Smartass.”

“Better than being a dumbass.”

“Shut up and drive.”

“Now, now, that’s no way for a Mennonite wife to talk to her husband. Not that we’re ‘conservative’ or anything, but we do need to keep up appearances.” Thorne wheeled the wagon down the side road toward Gemeinde Hemelshol.


Waters sighed. “This is going to be a long trip.”


“You know, this countryside is really quite lovely. We should take our time with this investigation. Really dedicate some time to enjoying nature. Embracing this provincial life.”
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