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“I am not violent. I am not malicious. I am a result.”
Markus Zusak

Chapter 1: Christina

Mist fell in thick heavy waves around the jeep. The repetitive beat of the windshield wipers had lulled Christina into a nap around thirty miles back, which she now regretted as she woke up, thirsty and questioning reality. She stretched, jostling Charles, who seemed to have entered a meditative state, staring out at the road ahead of them. The headlights were on, glinting off the pavement and mist even though it was past mid-morning. She wanted to run her fingers through his short crop of black hair, trace the old scar behind his ear, several shades lighter than his oak brown skin. Without looking at her, Charles put a comforting hand on her leg, stroking her thigh.
One of the things Christina had always liked about Charles, was that nothing ever seemed to really bother him. He was an irrepressible optimist, a renewable generator of positive energy. It had kept her calm during difficult times, made her feel like things were not so terrible after all, and that they would get better. Now it just irritated her. 
Christina’s mother said that a road trip was the surest test of a relationship, and Charles had been, predictably, good spirited the entire way. But Christina couldn’t make herself feel anything but grouchy and damp from the perennial drizzle, and half a week spent sleeping in hotel rooms along the Pacific Coastal Highway. She couldn’t fake being happy, and it wasn’t in her nature to lie, even by omission. “Can we stop soon?” she asked, her voice scratchy with sleep. 
“We’re almost there, babe,” Charles said. “No turning back now.” She heard the tease in his voice, but she couldn’t rise to it. Even though she had agreed to the plan, she didn’t want to be here.
Technically the drive from San Francisco was only about twelve hours, but Charles insisted on taking the scenic route: San Jose, Santa Cruz, the Monterey Bay Aquarium, Bixby Bridge in Big Sur, Hearst Castle in San Simeon, the Garden of Surging Waves in Astoria. It had been wonderful, but Christina knew it would only make it worse when they actually arrived at their destination in the ass crack of Oregon.
Despite all his talk, Christina knew that Charles didn’t want to be here either. He wanted to be where she wanted to be, and she didn’t want to be here. But the town of Everett was a safe port in a storm, a necessary evil. Necessary, because they weren’t going for the charming small town life, or even their new jobs as seasonal park rangers. They were here, for the hundreds, and hundreds of miles, of uninhabited Oregon wilderness.
Three months ago, Christina had been attacked walking back to their tent in the middle of the night. They had been attending the Shortgrass music festival on the Santa Fe Trail, planted at the mouth of Cimarron Canyon. Charles had been in charge of reserving the campsite, and hadn’t done it, so they’d been squatting in the scrub pine backwoods of someone’s property. The full moon had lit the woods, outlining every leaf and pine needle in glancing silver, and she imagined it trembling from the gentle rumble of the bass from the parties still going on inside the canyon. She hadn’t even brought a torch with her.
She had sensed the creature before she saw it. She turned, thinking it was just someone else who was camping out here. Instead, she saw a lanky black thing that crept through the trees behind her with the slinking grace of a fox. They saw each other at the same time, and Christina froze.
 The thing looked like a dog, or maybe a coyote by the way it moved. But the proportions were all wrong, and it was much, much too big. It cocked its head to examine her, and she instinctively took a step back. It took a step forward. Their eyes locked, and Christina felt her insides turn to liquid. Don’t run, don’t run, she told herself. She took another step back, and it took a step forward, she took another step back—and stepped on a branch. It snapped, and Christina took off running, sprinting as fast as she could, screaming for help, but no one came to save her. 
She had never been a fast runner, and soon she could hear the thing gaining behind her, the heavy footfalls, the breathing, and she glanced back just as it leaped. Large blunt paws knocked her over and her head cracked against the hard ground. 
Later she told Charles and the doctors that she had blacked out. It would have been easier if she had. She wished she had. Instead she felt everything, the crushing weight of the creature’s body on hers, the sharp nails as it pawed her hair away, the cold nose stroking the bare skin it uncovered along her shoulder. Then its mouth, its teeth, hot and wet, tearing into her back. She couldn’t remember if she screamed, but she knew she had cried. 
She’d been certain she was about to die, that any second those teeth would find her jugular. But then she was crushed into the earth as the creature jumped off her, and ran into the night. 
The police told her that it was a dog that had bitten her. That it was a dog that had killed a homeless woman who had been living in the area. Ripped her throat out less than thirty feet away. They told her that she’d been lucky. 
She had been found within half an hour. Charles had come to find her when she hadn’t come back from the bathroom. He’d actually tripped over her in the darkness. She’d been in the hospital for three days, gotten over a hundred stitches across her back and shoulder. She’d thought that was the end of it, that she’d come away with a gnarly scar and a story. She thought that was the end of it, until the next month.
In the car, she ruffled her thick mane of brown hair and tucked her feet up. She looked out the window, though the billboards advertising cannabis had lost their novelty a long time ago. To an urban creature like herself, the amount of undeveloped space was shocking. She felt an overwhelming awareness of the sheer mass of living and rotting material closing in around her. The trees, vines, moss, bushes, fungus, and plants, all of them growing on top of each other, feeding each other, choking each other, and spreading overhead almost blocking out the sky. 
The first place a person moved to after college was meant to be special, the beginning of adulthood and the shedding of childhood. It was meant to say something about who a person was and where they were going. She’d had to let Charles do it. 
He chose the location, he chose the house, and he’d chosen their roommate. Someone called Margo Howl. She was a researcher, doing some kind of study up in the park. The Craigslist ad said she had an outpost there and only lived in town part time.
 “Hey,” Charles nudged her and gestured out the window at the colorful wooden sign coming up on the roadside, proclaiming that they had arrived in Everett Oregon, population 3,661.
“Do you think they’ll update the sign now that we’re here?” she asked, only half joking.
“Oh yeah,” Charles said grinning. “Small town hospitality, they’ll want us to feel welcome.”
The woods opened up and the road dipped down into the mouth of a sprawling glacier valley, the town curled like a small animal at the center. Mountains surrounded the town on three sides, and Christina knew beyond those grey peaks were hundreds of miles of uncut forest that stretched all the way up into Canada. Those great grey mountains rising out of the trees reminded her of some kind of primordial dam, like they were holding something back.
She shifted uncomfortably, and tried to distract herself, turning up the radio. She propped her feet up on the dashboard and started to sing along with American Money. Charles smiled, happy that she was happy, and started to sing along with her, his voice rising and falling like he was singing in circles.



Chapter 2: Eliza
Eliza Jacobi was a practical woman. So staring down at the body in her living room, she didn’t waste time with shock or existential horror. She was worried about the rug. 
The rug had been her grandmother’s, and people would notice if she had to get rid of it because she couldn’t get the bloodstains out. Eliza knelt down and rolled the man onto the hardwood floor. She hurried to the kitchen and got a plastic bag, a roll of duct tape, and a pair of rubber gloves. 
She put on the gloves with a rubbery snap, and placed the man’s still-bleeding head into the bag and duct taped it closed around his neck. He was still alive but just barely, the bag fluttering over his open mouth as his head wound dripped into the plastic. The knife sticking out of his chest was the only thing keeping the blood inside him, like a wine cork. 
He was too weak to fight her off as Eliza seized his ankles and dragged him feet-first down the hallway into the bathroom. He was a big man, but it wasn’t much different than dragging a sack of chicken feed. 
Once in the bathroom she heaved the man’s torso upright, lifting his bulk from under his armpits. His head flopped forward like a dummy onto his chest as she got his arms and shoulders over the lip of the porcelain tub and then rolled the rest of him in. 
Eliza was reminded of all the times she had done similar things for her brother. But instead of washing the vomit or dirt off of him, she pulled out the knife, and let the man bleed to death.



Chapter 3: Christina
Christina stared up at their new rental house with a queasy feeling in her stomach. It was a worn 1970s wooden clapboard, with creeping fingers of moss lingering along the cracks, and painted rusty red like a small barn on stilts. It sat on the side of a steep slope so that the front end of the house was raised on long wooden supports and the back end was buried in the side of the hill, leaving a space underneath occupied by a silver horse trailer. It was the last of four houses on the road, all of which were identical to each other except in color. There was a decent amount of space in between them, so at least they wouldn’t be living on top of each other like they had been in Berkeley. That made her feel a little bit better.  But this place was so—foreign to her. Even the air was different, no grit from car exhaust or lingering taste of ozone. Filtering through the leaves, the light looked almost green.
Rhodon Smith Road was the last residential road up the south side of the valley. This neighborhood sat on the boundary line of the park. Each house had a small gravel driveway, and theirs was wedged between the house and the woods. A long wooden flight of steps led up from the driveway, around the corner of the house and up to the front door. Christina was already thinking about what a pain in the ass carrying groceries was going to be, when Charles appeared behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. 
He leaned his chin on her shoulder and said, “I know it’s not what we planned on, but it’s going to be okay. I promise it’s going to be okay.” Then he ducked down, swept an arm under her legs and hoisted her into his arms. Christina barely had time to shriek before Charles had carried her up the stairs to the front door. It was a bit awkward, getting her through the narrow entryway because he refused to put her down while he fumbled with the key. But he managed it, and carried her across the threshold into the living room. She had to trust him. He was all she had right now.
They ordered a pizza and unpacked the new house which had come furnished, but looked like it hadn’t seen an update since the mid-70s. Whoever they were rooming with had spread thick Pendleton blankets over the Lay-Z Rider couch and maroon pleather armchairs. There was a small kitchen directly to the left, delineated from the living room by the change from grey carpet to beige linoleum. The room Charles and Christina would share was in the back of the house, accessible by a short dark hallway lined with two closets, the bathroom, and what they assumed was Margo’s bedroom.
Their own room was spacious and surprisingly bright; long horizontal windows stretched from the top corners of the walls, one facing the woods over the driveway, and the other looking up the hill into the trees above them. There was a skylight over their bed but leaves were pasted over the glass blocking the light. Charles immediately climbed outside onto the roof to clear them off. He blew Christina a kiss through the glass as she wrestled the mattress onto the bedframe below. She flipped him off. 
It was clear that Margo had been telling the truth when she said she wasn’t there much. Though the place was neat there was a dusty hollowness about the rooms, and there was nothing in the fridge but a jar of mayonnaise and a handful of soy sauce packets. There was however, a case of IPA beer on the top shelf, with a sticky note written with a hasty scrawl that said, ‘Welcome home.’



Chapter 4: Charles
Charles took the car to go into town for groceries. The sun had finally appeared, and mist curled up from the road ahead of him. The Jeep’s old AC was doing little more than pushing the wet air around in the cab, and moisture prickled on the back of his neck, feeling like the insectile creep of tiny legs down his spine. 
He drove along the outside of town, past widely spaced yards strung with washing lines, sheets hung out like banners to dry. Flag poles in the yards proclaimed the household allegiance to either the Ducks or the Beavers, the Cascades, and only sometimes the United States.
He had Google Maps pulled up, but the mountains were not kind to his data signal. Luckily, there was really only two or three main roads through the area. The rest looked like little brown tributaries, scurrying through the trees. The town was not at all what he had been expecting. He’d pictured a quaint Twin Peaks setting. That was what the town website had pitched it as, and at one time it might have been. Now it just looked old, and not in a picturesque way. Shadows of Everett’s former pride remained in the sandstone bank and the columned courthouse. The main street put on a brave face of bright facades, mom-and-pop restaurants, candy shops, and charming antiques stores for the tourists. But only a street back revealed the real face of Everett. Cheap prefab and cinderblock buildings that hadn’t been good to start with, and should have been replaced decades ago. 
From Christina, Charles knew the area had been settled by a pioneer group in the mid 1800’s as a logging camp. There had been a brief boom when gold was discovered which was when the town proper, the bank and the courthouse had all been built. Now all Everett had left was the Highpine National Park, which appeared to be slowly retaking its land, winning against the tin and drywall houses, shuttered community banks, and dilapidated apartments. 
 The only place with a hint of local flavor was a place called the Waystation, a restaurant and rest stop made of timber, glass, and chrome that sat at the far end of town, across the street from a collapsed iron bridge. Parked in the gravel lot outside were cars from another decade, making Charles feel misplaced in time.
He stopped at a barren intersection on his way out of town and looked around, but he was the only car in sight. At least while he was driving, he could have the windows down and catch a slight breeze, but now cold sweat was collecting under his collar and sliding down his back. He leaned back and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, noticing the thick sheaf of missing animal posters tacked to the telephone poles. His eyes traced the outline of the mountains, and a smear of white caught his attention. In the midst of the green stretching up to cover the sky, was a house, painted white with something in large block letters on the roof.
He was squinting, trying to make out the words when a figure appeared on the other side of the intersection. From a distance, Charles might have thought he was hallucinating, but up close there was no mistaking it. There was a dark skinned young woman in a long lace dress, white shoes in hand on a longboard, coasting down the slight incline towards him. She breezed through the intersection without stopping, and they made eye contact as she zoomed past, her brown curls blowing in the breeze. He stared at her in his rearview mirror, then craned his neck around to look at her, but she was gone.  



Chapter 5: Christina
Charles had been gone for less than an hour when Christina began to wish he’d come back, and wished even more that she didn’t. She used to be someone content with her own company, but now she was almost afraid to be on her own, and she hated herself for it, hated how weak and needy she’d become. 
Something had grown in between her and Charles in the last few months. Something that fed on the stress, sickness, fear, and even guilt. Dependence bound them together, and had begun to wear them into the shape of something neither of them wanted to be. 
She’d begun to resent Charles and his hovering, his watching. But she couldn’t hate him, couldn’t even tell him to stop because it was all necessary. They needed to know how to handle what was happening to her because this wasn’t a once a month issue. Strange things were happening, things that scared her, and she couldn’t stop it. So they had to learn to manage it. Pills in the morning, pills at night, yoga, anti-anxiety meds, gluten-free diet (failed), anti-seizure meds, weight gain, sauna treatment, weight loss, exercise, blueberries. They were trying everything, but there wasn’t exactly a handbook on how to handle lycanthropy. She felt like she was becoming more of a specimen than a partner.
Christina was determined that the move here would be the end of that. Charles deserved more. She deserved more. But her skin still felt hot when he was gone for too long, like it was shrinking in on her. She put down the boxes of books she’d been sorting through, and walked barefoot out onto the porch. The nighttime breeze cooled her flushed face and her ribs felt less tight as she leaned onto the porch railing and stared over the treetops, over the twinkling lights of the town, and into the dense blackness of the park. She imagined the roots of all those trees, mortally intertwined beneath the earth, beneath the moss, beneath the sky.
She’d always had good senses but now, only a week before the full moon, she felt like she could sense everything, the veins on the fleshy wings of the moths that danced around the neighbor’s porchlight, hear the slow creep of the insects in the wet earth below. She could even smell the sea. 
She kept zeroing in on random things in the new house: the hairline fractures in the sink, the coils of brown hair woven into the rug, the small bloom of mildew on the corner of the kitchen ceiling, and right now Christina was certain that she was seeing a shadow crouching under a tree at the end of the road. 
Her pulse began to race. A cloud passed in front of the moon and the space was lost in shadows so dark even she couldn’t pick anything out. If this was some local yokel scoping them out for a robbery, they were going to be sorely disappointed. She should call the police, lock her doors, and cower under the windowsill. She could do that. But she didn’t want to. She was tired of waiting, of needing other people’s help. 
So she walked back inside the house, and snatched up Charles’s bat from a box sitting in the hall. Then she hopped over the porch railing and landed on the gravel in a crouch. The motion sensors clicked on, and bathed the road in light, illuminating the wood line. But the space beneath the tree was empty.
She scanned the trees, and moved closer, alert for any flicker of movement. Backlit by the harsh porchlight, she cast a long, black shadow that rippled in strange sinister ways across the leaves. She reached the edge of the gravel road and stopped. It would be foolish to walk around in the woods at night, especially if there was actually someone in there.
The ground where the figure had been crouched was empty and covered in dead needles, so there was no chance of footprints, but she could see—no, she could tell that someone had been there. She could smell them.

Neither of them slept well that night. Christina hadn’t told Charles about the figure in the dark. She couldn’t be certain that someone had been there at all, and she didn’t want him to worry. 
 But Charles was restless beside her anyway, tossing and turning until the early hours when he finally fell still. She lay flat on her back and stared up through the skylight at the moon. It was getting bigger. The white filling out its curves, like a creature forming inside an egg. Christina bit her lip and looked away, rolling onto her stomach. She stared at Charles, whole and beautiful beside her. His dark skin looked almost blue in the moonlight, his chest rising and falling as he breathed.
Please, she prayed silently. Please let this work.



Chapter 6: Charles
Charles was up first the next morning, and though he had slept poorly, he felt refreshed and hopeful. There was something about the quality of the air here, something thick that made him breathe deeply. They both started their new jobs this morning, reporting in at ten o’clock to Ranger Station 89. Charles made them breakfast sandwiches of sausage and eggs with a shot glass of pills for Christina. They ate sitting cross-legged on the porch, the early morning mist making goosebumps rise across their bare legs. Her expression was deceptively passive, only the barest hint of nerves visible around the edges, in the thinnest tensing of her jaw. Before the attack he wouldn’t have noticed it, but he’d become attuned. He’d made a study of her moods and intricacies, and had it down to a science. He would find the pattern, and solve the puzzle. 
 “I’ll get us some deck chairs, maybe see if I can install an awning so we can sit out here when it rains,” he mused, looking around. They had a treetop view of Everett, and from a distance it looked clean and pretty: the historically registered buildings, the church roof striking a red and white spire against the rise of the other side of the valley, and the park above them all, solid and green. There weren’t any people out there. Nothing for miles and miles, Charles thought. You could run for hours and not see a single soul.

They arrived at work fifteen minutes early to make a good impression, parking between two massive government trucks emblazoned with the green and white symbol of the United States Forest Service. A large sign outside read: ‘It has been 361 days since our last fire’. The station was an old building located behind the larger and far newer visitors center located at the mouth of the park. With Formica walls, linoleum floors, and an ingrained smell of old coffee and dry rot, the station was a lived-in kind of desolate. Abandoned and forgotten by everyone who didn’t work there.
Charles and Christina were signed on as seasonal workers, and both had contracts through November, or longer if it went well. The ranger who greeted them when they walked in was a stout, grey-haired woman with clever black eyes, who introduced herself as Winnie Pelton. She was the head of this station and seemed kind, but firm and rather no-nonsense as she showed them around the station. There was a large open work area with eight ugly grey desks, a couple of supply closets, a dingy bathroom, and an entire back room dedicated to file cabinets. “We’re digitizing.” Winnie told them in a flat voice.
She introduced them to the other rangers assigned to the station. One was an elfin looking blonde with yellow tinted glasses who said her name was Antonia Isaac. There was another ranger working at the station called Mark Lindbergh who had to be introduced in absentia.
“He’s still up in Vertigo Pass with the police. You guys really missed out on all the excitement,” Antonia said as she led them to their desks in the back of the room. She sat on Christina’s desk, kicking her coltish legs as they loaded their belongings into the drawers. She looked over Charles’s shoulder at Winnie, checking to see that she was out of earshot. The other woman had her back to them, bent over some boxes she’d pulled out, looking for a larger uniform shirt for Charles. Antonia lowered her voice nonetheless. “We had a murder here a couple weeks ago.”
Christina’s thick eyebrows jumped in surprise. Antonia looked delighted to be the first to tell them. “Well, missing. Presumed murdered. This couple went rock climbing out at the pass, and when they didn’t come back we went looking for them. The Siuslaw rangers called us in for help because they’ve been stretched thin dealing with all the flooding. Anyway, we followed their flight plan and found the girl right where they said they’d be. Only we found her stuck halfway up the cliff without a rope, and it looks like she’d been holding on all night.”
“All night? She was holding on to the side of cliff all night?” Charles asked incredulously.
“Yeah, she wedged herself into a crevice and just held on. There was no sign of the guy she was with. When they got her down and took a look at her gear, I heard that they found that her rope was cut, and they think that she did it herself.”
“Why the hell did she do that?” Christina asked.
“No idea,” Antonia said regretfully. “I was there, and she didn’t speak a single word, I think she was in shock.”
“Did they find the guy?” Charles asked.
“No, he just vanished. No one knows where he is.” Antonia said regretfully. “They had to call off the search last week after bad weather, and then half the crew got sick.” 
“And the police think she killed him?” Christina asked.
“Well he’s nowhere that we can find. I was the one who actually found his gear a few hundred feet from the cliff. It was all torn up so it’s possible an animal could have got him.” Antonia shrugged. “But the thing is,” she cast another wary look towards Winnie and said in an even lower voice, forcing Charles and Christina to lean in to hear her. “I know animal attacks, and that backpack looked like someone had slashed it up with a knife, and I told them that. So, I got this friend who works at the sheriff’s office to level with me, and apparently they found out that there was something going on between the two hikers, and now he’s probably dead.” Antonia shrugged again, “We were all pulling double shifts for weeks trying to find him, but nothing has turned up. Except,” she said dramatically. “A couple days ago, they found something. But Winnie picked Mark to go work with the cops and Siuslaw rangers because the search area spreads into our side of the mountains,” Antonia said with irritation. “Anyway, there are still cops everywhere, and they’re still interviewing everyone who might have a connection. They might even want to talk to you two.”
“But we just got here yesterday.” Christina protested. 
“I know,” Antonia said with an impish grin. “Just a friendly warning.”
“Antonia, don’t gossip,” Winnie called out sharply as she finally fished out a shirt in Charles’s size.
Antonia hopped down and slunk back to her desk muttering, “They should know what’s going on.” 
“I doubt they’ll want to talk to you.” Winnie assured, as she gave Charles and Christina their uniforms in the appropriate sizes. “Antonia just enjoys stirring the pot.”
“But is what she said true?” Christina asked.
Winnie stared at her, then nodded slowly. “There was a big search for that boy, but there’s still no sign of him. We’re still keeping an eye out for anything strange though. This is him.” She reached out and untacked a missing person’s flyer from a corkboard. It had two full color photos of the missing boy, Evan Jonasson. He was blonde and fair. Charles recognized it from among the other flyers he’d seen pinned to telephone poles around town. “At this point though,” Winnie sighed heavily. “it’s doubtful we’ll find him.”
“You mean—he’s just gone?” Christina frowned, missing the look Charles threw at her.
Winnie nodded. “It happens. I’ve been involved in well, probably hundreds of searches by now, and I know the signs when a case is going cold. Sometimes people just vanish, and there’s nothing else to it, no explanation. They just disappear in the woods. You have to be careful out there,” she said soberly. She patted Christina’s leg twice. “Come on, I’ll get you some gear.”



Chapter 7: Eliza
Eliza needed to get rid of the body. She’d been cleaning the house for two days straight. The rug was still soaking in a bucket of cold water and detergent, and she had already burned the clothes she’d been wearing that night. One of the perks of a wardrobe of old jeans and plaid was that no one would notice if some of it disappeared. She’d destroyed the knife by smashing it with a hammer, then scoured the front room, hallway, bathroom, the tub, and gone over everything with bleach and Q-tips. 
After the body had bled out in the tub and rigor had come and gone, Eliza had rinsed off the blood, and stuffed him into an old sack. Then she had propped open the screen door and dragged him outside into the muggy darkness. She had felt a grim satisfaction as she rolled the sack down the stairs, his loose-limbed body bumping and rolling like a sack of pumpkins. He’d come out of rigor, loose inside his own skin.
She had to move quickly; Eliza had no other neighbors for miles but she never knew who was watching from the tree line. She dug her feet into the dirt for leverage as she dragged the sack to the outbuilding on the other side of the barn, shushing the cows who made soft noises at her approach. Eliza dragged the sack inside, across the packed dirt floor, and propped it up against the chest freezer. She lifted the lid and icy mist rolled out, cooling her hands and face. Then she crouched and lifted and rolled the body into the freezer, where she usually stored the deer meat.
 Eliza locked the freezer with a padlock, and went back into the house to finish cleaning. The death was a problem solved by accident, but a problem that would propagate if Eliza wasn’t careful. She would be the prime suspect, and she needed to get the body off her property as soon as possible. 
She considered her possibilities as she fed the animals, getting the cows and pigs bedded down, brushing the horse, and counting the chickens as she shut them in the coop. She had shot a coyote earlier that morning, and hoped it was the thing that had been killing them. 
If there was no body, then there was no crime, no real proof of anything. Frank Hill was a drunk who habitually vanished for days at a time. If he just disappeared, there might be a bit of talk but people would eventually forget. He was not a well-liked man, and his family might just as well be glad to see the back of him. He would be insured, Eliza thought suddenly; all farmers insure their lives against disaster, even men like him.
She made a quick dinner and considered how she might get rid of him. She couldn’t bury him here on the farm, even though it was a place she could keep an eye on. In theory, she could chop him up and feed him to the pigs, but her stomach churned at the thought. 
She was a killer, there was no denying that, but she was not a murderer, and she thought that doing something like that would make up the difference. The actual act of killing him—that had been like killing anything, a deer, a chicken, or even a coyote. 
She’d been six the first time she’d shot a rabbit, and eight when she butchered her first deer. Eliza knew how to take bodies apart; it wouldn’t even be that hard, but dead or not he was still a man, still a human being. She wouldn’t treat him like an animal.
Eliza stared out the window as she washed her plate and fork in the sink. Over the tree tops, between the curtains she could make out the mountains of the park, the guardian figures that had surrounded her entire life. 
The park. She would bury him in the park.





Chapter 8: Christina
The Pleistocene Era had seen the Oregon Cascades covered by glaciers, right up until the end of the Little Ice Age, which saw the ice cap separate, and the Highpine Glacier had dredged a solitary trench through the Northern Oregon Coast Range, almost to the ragged edge of the continent. 
It was theorized that in a hundred or so years it would finally reach the ocean. “Or it would if global warming weren’t quintupling the melting rate and fucking up my terrain maps,” Antonia finished. Charles and Christina’s first assignment on Tuesday was to go up to Pyrite Trail with Antonia, following her on her duties as a Recreation Ranger. Because the station was so short staffed everyone had to be cross-trained in all positions. The previous day had them going over CPR, basic emergency plans, park ordinances, animal identification, job ethics, etc. Recreation Rangers like Antonia patrolled for infractions, cleared trails, responded to emergency situations, and kept terrain maps up to date. Maps that had to be redone almost non-stop due to the rapid rate at which the glacier was melting. They’d already been warned to watch where they stepped. That the excess water could dissolve the rocks and clay deposits beneath the ground, creating landslides and sinkholes.
The Highpine Glacier was a mass of blue and grey ice, clinging to the dip between two mountains, a hangover from the last ice age. Streams of icy water flushed through it in dark blue rivulets against the greyish ice and fed the streams that rushed down the mountain into the valley below. The sun overhead was weak, and the blackflies were a nasty persistent cloud that whined around Christina’s head. But it felt good to stretch her muscles and sore bones. Bad weather always made the damaged joints in her shoulder ache.
The spotted owl had returned to the Highpine woods after fifty years. There were three officially cataloged breeding pairs in the area, and now some hikers claimed to have spotted a new nest. The hikers however, had not been specific about the nest’s location, just “Around marker 63, near the path.” They’d taken a photo, but it was hard to match one photo of one tree among thousands.
As they hiked up to the area, Antonia gave them the rundown on some local history they would need to know for doing interpretation duty with the tourists. “Everett was founded by a group of Finns, from a place called Osthaven. They emigrated after some plague or something in the 1700’s. Most immigrants settled on the coast or inland a bit, but they came all the way out here, some say they were running from something.”
They spread out, wandering around the area. Charles and Antonia hung close together, but Christina wasn’t worried. Charles was an extrovert. He thrived off of other people, harvesting their energy like a personal battery. It had been hard for him—giving up his friends to look after her. She would never begrudge him this.
Christina tuned them out and walked away through the thick blanket of shrubs, well fed by the glacier. She walked along the creek through ferns taller than her shoulders. Shards of light glanced across the creek through the thick layers of branches, warming her back through her cotton shirt, as quicksilver dragonflies darted through the air around her head, hunting the blackflies. There were old growth tree’s up here, the trunks pillowed in thick layers of drooping moss, and ringed in thickets of blackberry and morning glory. 
She was surprising herself by getting used to it, and the layers of growth now felt like privacy screening. She felt that it would let her go about her business undisturbed.
The ground beneath her feet was cushioned by thick moss, and her boots sank a couple inches with each step. She was so focused on the land around her, she didn’t notice where she was walking and almost fell into a hole, a deep depression of softened earth maybe six feet wide. She poked it with a stick and the soil immediately crumbled. This must be one of the weak areas they had been warned about. She stepped far back from the edge, and behind her she heard a rustling in the long grass and a low desperate twittering sound. 
Curious, Christina parted the grass and brambles and looked inside. A small creature lay in the broken remains of anest. It was a baby bird, not even half grown, softly crying out for help. But the movement she had seen wasn’t from the bird, but from the horde of ants that swarmed all over it.  
Huge black and red creatures, killing each other and ripping out pieces of the bird while it was still alive. Christina felt her insides churn and she tried to brush the ants away, but there were too many and they swarmed over her hands. Their bites stung her like drops of acid. She jerked away and slapped at her hands and arm, killing the ones that had gotten on her, then lifted her boot, and stepped on the baby bird. She felt the delicate bones crunch beneath her foot.
Her eyes burned, and she stepped away, cradling her hand which was covered with dozens of bites.
“Why did you do that?”
Christina whipped around, there was a woman standing there, watching her. She was a few years older than Christina herself, maybe twenty-five, dark skinned with a cloud of dark brown curls, dressed in worn hiking clothes with a pack slung over her shoulder. She was staring at Christina with a disgusted look on her face.
She had a knife in her hand. 
Christina realized she was completely alone, Charles and Antonia were maybe thirty feet away, within shouting distance, but how fast could they get here?
	 “I said why did you do that?” The stranger took a step closer.
	“Do what?” Christina said abrasively. 
“Kill that bird.”
Christina should have felt afraid, her throat should have been dry, her hands should have been shaking, instead she realized she was noticing things. Noticing that the stranger was left handed, noticing she had an injury to her left ankle, that the bandana around her neck that could be pulled tight-
	“Christina!” Charles yelled, and they both turned to watched Charles and Antonia run into view. Charles put his hands up, “Whoa, whoa, put that knife down.”
	A pressure that had been building inside Christina’s head, abruptly released like the snapping of a rubber band. 
“Margo?” Antonia was staring, bemused at the woman, “What are you doing over here? And what’s with the knife?”
“I’m working,” Margo said, glancing blankly down at the knife like she’d forgotten about it. “The knife is for samples. I wasn’t threatening her. People don’t really come up here, I was curious who was making all the noise. Then I saw her kill a bird,” she said accusingly.
Antonia and Charles now turned to look at Christina, who felt hot blood rise to her cheeks. “It was already dying. There were ants all over it, I didn’t want it to suffer,” Christina said, feeling both defensive and ashamed.
Margo came over and crouched down, frowning at the ants, who still fought each other over the corpse of the dead bird. “That’s strange,” Margo mumbled to herself, then unzipped her fanny pack and pulled out a sample jar and used the knife to scrape some of the ants into it.
“Be careful,” Christina said, gesturing to her hand. “They got me pretty good.” 
Margo took her hand and examined the bites, some of which had already swollen to the size of quarters. She looked up. “You’re not allergic are you?” Mildly surprised, Christina shook her head, “Would you mind if I took some photos? These bites are really unusual.”
Leading Christina by the hand, she walked about thirty feet back into the woods. A backpack was set at the base of a tree beside a massive fungus with fleshy plate shaped growths. Margo had cut out several wedge-shaped sections, and they oozed some reddish brown fluid onto the emerald green moss. Christina put a hand over her mouth and nose; it smelled foul, like an open drain.
Margo rummaged in her pack and pulled out a camera. She had Christina hold her hand out and she took several photos. “You’re going to want to get that looked at,” She said when she was finished. “Are you guys Forest Service, too?” she asked, staring back and forth at their uniforms, “I thought I knew everyone at the station.”
“We’re new,” Charles said, looking hard at her. “Is your last name Howl by any chance?” 
Margo frowned. “Yes, how’d you know?”
Christina’s lips turned up in a grim smile. “Because I think we’re your new roommates.”

“So what exactly are you doing with that mushroom?”
Twenty minutes later they were all sitting in Margo’s place, a two-room former ranger outpost powered by a puttering generator in the back. It was a cozy space that smelled like coffee and old wood. Paper lanterns hung from the low beamed ceiling like yellow moons, and more soft Pendleton blankets covered the single couch. The low coffee table that took up the middle of the room was covered in a plastic tray of spiky desert plants.
“I’m studying the plants and surveying the animals around here,” Margo answered, not looking at them as she made tea. “I’m looking at growth patterns, seeing how global warming’s affecting them at this altitude.”
“Thanks for the beer by the way,” Charles added, accepting the cup of tea she offered him.
“What? Oh yeah, no problem,” Margo was cagy, sitting down across from them with her hands curled in her lap, ankles crossed under the chair she’d pulled over from the kitchen table. The rest of them were all squished in side by side on the only couch. Charles was looking large and conspicuously male.  
Margo clearly didn’t have visitors much. She’d given them all PG Tips tea in her only three mugs, one of which had a broken handle. “I wasn’t sure when you’d get here, so it’s probably been in there for a couple weeks now. I’m not at the house much, and I couldn’t really afford it if I didn’t get some roommates. I only really go into town to go to church.”
“Hey, I have a question and it might sound odd.” Charles was squinting at Margo. “Was that you I saw Sunday, on the skateboard?”
For the first time, a smile curved Margo’s lips. “It’s a longboard. Everything’s downhill from here, and a local kid, Liam, can usually give me a ride back up in my truck. I let him use it during the week as long as he pays for gas and repairs.”
Antonia coughed, interrupting the meet and greet. “I was actually meant to come up here, yesterday,” she admitted. “Winnie wanted me to pass something on to you,” She passed her a copy of the missing person’s flyer. “Don’t know if you’ve heard about it but remember those kids up at Vertigo Pass? Well it’s officially being treated as suspicious. I know that isn’t really your end of the park, but if you see either of them or come across anything weird, give us a call.” Margo took the flyer and nodded, her eyes glancing over the paper.
“So you got any advice for us in this town?” Charles asked her, only half joking.
Margo shrugged. “Do what the locals do, and if it turns out they’re fucking with you, you can always slash their tires later.”
Christina choked on her tea, then coughed as she tried to laugh. Charles couldn’t help grinning, because this was the first time Christina had really smiled since they’d arrived. 



Chapter 9: Eliza
Eliza had this month’s bills spread out over the kitchen table. She carefully marked out and paid them in bits and pieces, moving her meager funds around like chess figures, trying to stretch them far enough to cover her costs. She recorded all the information in her tiny, cramped handwriting on the Excel spreadsheets she had printed out at the library, and the results came out in a way that made her heart twist. Money gone before it’s got. The mantra of her childhood.
Phytophthora, a fungal disease that caused the soybeans to rot underground had been bad this year. An especially virulent strain had spawned in the soil over the winter, breeding like wildfire in the soaking earth. 
Her head throbbed and she closed her eyes, rubbing gentle pressure into her temples. Then harder, and harder. When she opened her eyes again, she was staring at the fence. Where she sat in the kitchen, it was directly in her line of sight. She blinked, trying to clear her eyes and instead she saw him. Frank, leaned over the cows feed trough with something in his hand. Eliza inhaled sharply, dragging herself back to the present. 
Let it go, she told herself. Just, let it go.
Her ears pricked up as she heard someone driving up the gravel driveway, and she knew immediately that it would be one of five people. She got up and tentatively pushed aside the lace curtains that looked over the yard.
She recognized the car at once. It was a red Mercedes; expensive, flashy, and completely out of place for Everett. A poor man’s idea of what a rich man should drive. Or a rich man’s sister.
The sister of the man lying in her freezer.
Joy Hill was driving erratically, the red end of her car fishtailing as she took the curves of the driveway too fast, coming to a stop just short of the woodpile. Joy scrambled out of the front seat and marched up to the door, and she pounded on Eliza’s door with a heavy, desperate fist. “Jacobi, are you in there? Jacobi!” she yelled.
Eliza licked her lips, swept the bills into a box and nudged it under the kitchen table with a swift kick. She answered the door, opening it just a crack. Joy yanked it all the way open, forcing Eliza to take a step back.
“Has he been here?” she asked frantically, filling the doorway. Eliza noticed that her usually pristine hair hadn’t been curled or even brushed, and hung in lank rolls by her taut, panicked face.
“Who?” Eliza asked through a dry throat.
“Frank! I haven’t seen him for three days, nobody has!” Joy glanced over her shoulder like she thought Frank was going to come walking out of the barn.
Eliza swallowed, trying to look a believable level of concern. “He hasn’t been here, Joy. Have you talked to the police?”
Joy looked at her, pink patches of rages appearing on her cheeks. “They’re useless! All they care about are those damn hikers!” Eliza almost sighed. Even in a crisis, Joy still expected preferential treatment. “They told me he’ll come home when he’s hungry. Frank was drunk last I saw him, and when he’s drunk he—you know?” she said desperately waving her hand. “I thought he might have been here.”
Eliza did know. Whenever he cracked open a bottle too many, Frank Hill liked to drive over here in his Honda Pioneer ATV, stand in her front yard, and scream at Eliza through her locked and double-bolted door. Sometimes if he was feeling brave he’d pound on the windows and doors, shouting threats and insulting her, her brother, her parents, and even her grandparents.
“He hasn’t been here.“ Eliza said and tried to close the door, but Joy wedged her palm in the gap and forced the door open so hard that it hit the wall, making the picture frames rattle.
“If you see him, if he comes here-” the desperation on Joy’s face almost made Eliza feel sorry for her. Joy was white trash born and raised, an aspirational creature looking out for her own interests, and Frank had the money, Frank had the property deeds. Or maybe she really did love him.
“I’ll tell him, I promise,” Eliza said, as calmly as she could.
“Thank you.” Joy turned to run back to her car and then at the bottom of the stairs turned back to look at her. “Eliza I-” her mouth was open as if she was about to say something. Maybe to apologize for the years of harassment, the snide comments and lies in the grocery store made behind manicured hands, her large diamond rings winking at her like an insult. 
At least some of those comments had gotten back to suppliers who would no longer deal with Eliza, buy her products, or pass on her name in the word-of-mouth tributaries that kept the agricultural community connected. 
Instead Joy just nodded at her and ran to her car, her plastic pink flip flops flapping in the dust. Eliza stood at the door and watched the Mercedes roar down the dirt road, which despite the wetting from the rain, still kicked up a thick cloud of dirt. Eliza remained still, holding onto the doorframe until Joy’s car was a distant roar. She realized that this was the first time Joy had ever said her first name.
She needed to get rid of the ATV.



Chapter 10: Christina
When they walked into the office, a stranger was sitting with his back to them, as Winnie leaned over him with a pair of tweezers that glinted under the fluorescent lights. At the sound of the door opening, they both looked around. The stranger was a young white guy with black hair and wry sort of face, which was currently red and swollen from what looked like a series of painful insect bites.
“What the hell happened to you?” Antonia asked, slinging herself into her chair and swinging around to stare at him.
“I was the second person across the wasp infested log,” he answered bitterly.
“Death comes swiftly to the idiotic,” Antonia said smirking.
“I seem to recall you trying to climb out the window of a moving car to avoid a spid-“ he started to say but Antonia threw a pencil at him. He ducked and Winnie took that moment of distraction to yank out another stinger, “Ow! Could you at least try to be gentle!” he snapped at her.
“I am being gentle Mark, and if you don’t want my help then you can go to urgent care,” she said matter-of-factly.
He grimaced and held still as she ripped out the rest of the stingers. Once she was done, Charles stepped forward hand outstretched, and introduced himself and Christina.
“The newbies,” the man said with pleasure, and he reached out his hand. Christina saw that he’d been stung across the knuckles. “I’m Mark Lindbergh. Good to meet you. Where are you two from?”
“I’m from Florida, she’s from San Francisco.”
 “College?”
“Berkley,” Christina said.
“Both of you?”
“Yeah. That’s where we met,” Christina said, trying to make their relationship status clear. “I did psychology and law, he did hydrology.”
“Wash those again tonight with soap and warm water, put some ice on them to keep the swelling down, and keep them clean and dry,” Winnie instructed as she packed away the first aid kit. “And if they get infected, go to the hospital.”
Antonia was touching up her makeup in a compass mirror. She glanced at Mark in the reflection, “Are you trying to get invalided out? You’ve been here six months and you’ve gotten hurt about five times. Anyway, what happened? What did they find up there?”
 “Don’t know, the cops had me and the other rangers doing walkthroughs to look for evidence all over the rise and I know that nobody found shit. And right after we got done there we got pulled in to find someone else. A guy called Frank Hill. He’s missing.”
“Well we all know who’s behind that,” Antonia laughed.
“Who?” Charles and Christina asked at the same time.
Antonia smirked at them. “Eliza Jacobi of course.”



Chapter 11: Eliza 
Eliza stepped into the post office, ten minutes before closing, and felt the sweat on the back of her neck evaporate in the cold, dry air. There were a couple of older women ahead of her in line, Mrs. Louis, Mrs. Carter, Mrs. Callahan—and Margo Howl. Eliza’s pulse jumped a bit at the sight of her. Mrs. Louis was chattering loudly about the missing hiker. Eliza tuned it out, using one of the chained pens to write out the address on her envelopes, until she heard, “and what on earth happened to your neck dear?”
Despite the heat, Margo was wearing a raggedy bandana that failed to hide the reddish bruise blooming at the juncture of her neck. Margo smiled self-consciously, trying to tug up the bandana. “I fell when I was getting some samples out on the glacier. You should see my back.”
“Oh you poor dear! Were you badly hurt? I do worry about you, up there all alone in that little house with no one to look out for you,” Mrs. Carter said with concern that was close to being sincere. Margo smiled gamely and received her packages from the clerk. Eliza sped up, quickly finished writing the addresses, and dropped the envelopes in the mail slot.
Margo tucked the packages under her arm and waved goodbye to the other woman. Eliza was able to time her steps so that they walked out of the post office at the same time.
“Let me help you with that,” Eliza said, and took the larger box from Margo, who smiled gratefully.
“Hey Eliza,”
“What’s in here?” she asked, gesturing at the box as they walked to Margo’s truck, parked in the shade on the far side of the gravel lot by the woods.
“Some samples I’ve been waiting for.” They reached her truck and Margo unlocked the driver’s side facing the woods and put her boxes in the passenger seat. “I need to compare them to what I’m getting now but I’m going to have to put on my report that they spent three months incubating in a customs office in-” Margo didn’t have time to finish because Eliza spun her around, pressed her into the side of the truck and kissed her. The package slid to the ground as Margo groaned into her mouth and wrapped her arms around Eliza’s waist. Eliza kissed along her jaw, nudging her chin up and kissed down her neck, tugging her bandana aside so she could kiss the hickey she’d left there two nights ago.
Many minutes later she pulled back. Margo leaned back against the side of the truck, breathless and blushing. Eliza picked up the box for her and set it in the backseat beside the other ones as Margo pulled herself up into the driver’s seat, tucking her legs in. Eliza closed the door for her and leaned in through the open window.
“Hey, would it be alright if I borrowed your trailer?” Eliza asked, trying her best to be casual about the request.
“Yeah sure,” Margo said not looking at her, fixing her hair in the mirror. “What for? Not for the cows I hope?”
Eliza was ready with an answer. “Nope, just need to move some equipment I’m selling.”
“Yeah no problem, it’s at my rental under the porch. If you go during the weekday you probably won’t even see my roommates. I actually ran into them, you know.” Margo finished with her hair and looked at Eliza. “They walked right through my survey area, but they seem all right.” She started the engine. “I have some stuff stored in the trailer, if you could just put in under the porch before you go, and just make sure to take the it slow on the corners.” She leaned out the window. “Do you want to come up to the outpost tonight? I can cook you some food. You look a bit pale.” Margo stroked her cheek and Eliza caught her hand and kissed it.
“No, I have to go to my sister’s, see the kids, but listen—I think Mrs. Louis thinks something is going on between us.” Eliza said glancing around the cab at the gaggle of elderly women who had migrated from the post office to the front of the pharmacy.
“Fuck Mrs. Louis,” Margo said and leaned out the window, to kiss her goodbye.



Chapter 12: Charles
	Charles stopped at the Waystation on his way home. He’d passed his off-road driver’s test that afternoon after coming back from the glacier, and was now cleared to use one of the government trucks. It was a massive unwieldy beast, but after maneuvering it down a 90-degree angle slope, he was feeling pretty confident about driving it. He appeared to be the only one in the general store section of the Waystation, though the restaurant section half was full, even at this hour, wafting the smell of good food and idle chatter. If they were back in Berkeley he’d probably be at The Bear’s with Sam, Gabby, Josh, and Farhad, trying to tease Christina out of her office to come and join them. Or he’d be at a down bar concert, swaying along to the music, or smoking up on Christopher’s back porch. Point being he’d would’ve had options. He was an extrovert. He needed other people, but the last few months all he’d had was Christina. Christina and that thing inside her. 
Charles had done his stint in the army, gone to college, and then everything had just kind of stopped for him. He had nobody. A side effect of self-disowning and going to school on the other side of the country. He was lonely, and almost flunked out that first semester, was on academic probation for the second, and then he met Christina, and everything changed.
	She was so driven. She knew what she wanted, she had a plan, and was on a fast track to get there. She was cynical, kind of mean, ambitious, pessimistic, and she had given him such a kick in the ass he had never looked back. He found a major he liked, started attending campus events, made friends, got extensions on class work and projects until he was able to catch up. Before her, the woman he’d known best had been his mother, and she’d been a distant airbrushed figure. But coming to know Christina, coming to live with Christina, he had found the direct inverse of the soft feminine mythos. When she laughed she cackled. When she was angry, her face twisted with rage. Her emotion had an honest ugliness, something true and good and he never felt closer to her than when she let herself be weak, be angry, or be strange. 
But she was fading, and it was all he could do to maintain her weakened state. He felt like he was trying to sustain two lives with his one body. But he hadn’t forgotten that strange wonderful girl who had saved him. He hadn’t forgotten that girl, and he would do anything to bring her back to him.
	“Can I help you with something?” Charles flinched and turned around to see the proprietor, standing there looking at him. “It’s only, we close up the store soon and you’re the only one left in here,” She was a thin, bloodless looking woman in her forties, with dark, lank hair and even darker eyes, and she watched him with an interest that made him nervous. It wasn’t that he hadn’t been followed around by store clerks before, but he sensed this was about something else.
“No, I’m about done.” Charles raised his basket of junk food and walked towards the counter.
“You’re new here, aren’t you?” she asked as she rang him up. 
“I’m Charles, and yeah. How’d you know?” 
She gestured at his uniform. “I know all the rangers, but I don’t know you.”
“I’m Charles Kinsey,”
“Leana Hansen,” she answered, a dark humor in her eyes.
Charles looked down at his shoes, then glanced out the window to avoid making eye contact for too long. His eyes landed on the river, at the ruined skeleton of the bridge in the moonlight. “What happened to the bridge out there?” Charles asked, trying to change the subject.
	“We had a storm. You see those trees on the bank? Those lower branches were in the water, that’s how high it got. It washed away a lot of the roads too, ones that have been here since the founding. The Tillamooks have been saying for years that Everett was built on burial grounds and the storm proved them right. When the rain washed out the roads, bones came floating down Main Street.” 
“Jesus,” Charles said.
Her eyes crinkled in amusement. “It was pretty gruesome.”
	“So, are you—are you from here?”
	Leana stopped and looked up at him, her black eyes inquisitive. “No.” then she looked back down at the chips she was bagging. “I’ve been here for over twenty years though.”
	“I guess you’ve seen it all then,” Charles said with a smile.
	But to his surprise she said. “No, there’s always more. Strangeness never runs dry here,”
	“What do you mean?”
	“Every place has its own character, this one—people who aren’t born here don’t move here if they’ve got other options. Things arrive here with ghosts attached, and those things don’t just go away.”
	The hairs on the back of his neck stood all the way up. Leana passed him his receipt, still smiling. “Have a good night, sir.”
	Charles walked slowly out to his truck, thinking. He might have liked Leana, but she was too perceptive. She might end up being a threat to them. He was lost in worried thoughts when he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. He glanced over at it and stopped stock still.
	There was a large stag, standing at the very edge of the pool of light from the Waystation, by the gas pumps at the other end of the lot. It was nosing at something on the ground but then it jerked its head up, and stared directly at him, poised on pointed hooves like a dancer. The breath seized in his throat and he took a step back. At the sudden movement the stag flung itself back into the darkness and vanished.
	Charles stood completely still. He hadn’t seen that. It had been his imagination, some strange refraction of the light, because that deer could not have had clusters of black eyes, shining like a spider.
	A bang behind him made him flinch and whip around. Leana was locking up and had shut the door. “Did you see that?” he called out, pointing at where the deer had been.
	Without even glancing over, she said “No,” and turned off the lights.
	Charles forced himself to walk back to the truck. The massive vehicle no longer felt unwieldy. It felt safe, like he’d locked himself inside a tank. Then he asked himself the same thing his father had asked him when he was child, shaking and crying from nightmares. Charles Sr. would look down at him with faint disappointment, and say, ‘Are you sure what you saw was real?’


Chapter 13: Eliza
Eliza drove to her sister’s house to get dinner that night, if only for appearances. But sitting in her truck in the driveway, staring at the windows, she couldn’t force herself to go inside.
Her sister Molly was a hard worker, but farmers of all people, know that you can give all you have and more, and still fail.
Molly had told her after a long night of drinking several months ago, that she didn’t know how much longer she could keep going on her own, and that if things didn’t improve within the next year, then she would have to declare bankruptcy. 
Molly had married a local man right out of high school, and they had immediately set about making babies. Then Aaron Quinn had up and died several years ago. He’d come peeling out of Mickies parking lot, right into an oncoming semi-truck. 
Molly had once said the best thing he had done for them was his life-insurance policy, which was probably what was really keeping the house afloat. 
Aaron had not been a good man. Everyone, including Molly, knew what he did behind her back but Molly was not one to take that lying down, and she took own her pound of flesh from him, and from their children.
More than once Liam had showed up on her doorstep in the middle of the night, holding Ellie’s chubby toddler hand. Eliza didn’t know for sure if she’d ever hit any of them, but she knew that Molly’s rage, her resentment and sense of ill-usage filled the house like a gas, and then there was the drinking. 
For the Jacobis, alcohol was a disease of the blood, taking at least one every generation, but more often three or four. It had taken Eliza’s grandmother, her father, both uncles, her brother, and now it was working on her sister.
Ellie had run wild as a toddler, filthy and shoeless as Molly drank herself into a stupor on the back porch under a sunless sky. Liam hid out at work, doing the third and even fourth at the A&W. In a way, the town had raised Ellie. A nap under the counter at the post office, a tomato sandwich at the Waystation, but pity only went so far. 
At the window, Ellie’s tiny silhouette waved to her and Eliza waved back, putting up a hand to indicate she’d be inside in a minute. Whenever she saw Ellie, Eliza always felt a swelling in her bones, her chest growing tight with emotion.
She worried about her niece, and what would become of her. Children grow, children become unexpected things, and raised in that house, who knew?
Something her mother had said floated back to her: “Let nature run her course. She may seem cruel, but she knows what she is doing.” Eliza wasn’t sure if she believed that.

Chapter 14: Christina
	There were many different kinds of rain. Christina hadn’t really understood that before moving here to this sunless town. Sure it had rained in San Francisco, but not this often, and not this much. Here rain had flavors and moods, from thick filthy squalls, to a feather light caresses in the night. 
She was going through her overnight bag on the kitchen table as Charles sat in the living room on the couch. A pang of homesickness lanced through her as she stared at him. They could have been back in Berkeley, in their little house off the highway. He would be working on his research and she would be filling out grant applications over cheesy bread and some local brew one of Charles’s friends had probably made in his dorm. Instead, he was taking notes on a three-hundred-year-old French monks thesis on the loup garrou, and she was arranging her post-transformation go-bag. She set the items out in a line like evidence: raincoat, a loose shirt and baggy sweatpants, flip flops, wet wipes, travel sized mouthwash, water bottle, a folding hairbrush, a first aid kit, an orange satellite phone, and a shock blanket. 
“I think on the night we should leave a couple hours early, just to be safe.” She said suddenly.
“Why?” Charles answered, not looking up as he sifted through his notes. “It’s barely forty minutes away.”
“I want to be certain. This thing—it’s not certain yet, and for all we know the time frame fluctuates in a new time zone,” she said, neatly packing the supplies away.
Charles pushed his notes away. “I don’t think we need to be quite that early, and I still think that the best way for us to know more about this is for me to be there when it happens. We can set up game cameras, get some raw meat for bait, and I hunker down up a tree. The best way we can plan for this is to get more information about it.”
	Christina bit her lip, feeling a subdermal shiver roll through her. “I think the cameras are a good idea, but I don’t want you there when it happens. It’s too dangerous.” Charles was too cavalier about this, trying to manage and regulate what boiled down to something beyond either of them. Christina had no memory of her transformations, always blacking out from the pain, then waking up somewhere with no clue about what had happened. They’d tried what felt like everything, both magical and medical. They’d bought, begged, and hacked information from academic web forums, ancient tomes in rare book collections, deep web theory sites, libraries, monasteries, and harassed private collectors from Iceland to Tibet trying to gather information on the werewolf virus, and for all their efforts, they hadn’t come up with much. There were too many variations on the myth, and that was once they’d sieved through all the YA fiction sites and Roleplaying blogs. Almost every nation seemed to have their own applicable myths, everywhere humans feared the wolf.
 “We need information, we need to know more, and that won’t happen if we just keep doing what we’ve been doing.”
“Cameras are a good idea, but you need to stay as far away from me as possible.” she argued as earnestly as she could.
He pursed his lips and nodded, but for just a second she caught a glimpse of something in his expression that made her insides freeze. If he really wanted to, he could do it anyway, and she wouldn’t remember any of it.

He awoke two hours later to Christina idly tugging his dog tags; she smiled a bit when she saw his eyes open, leaned in and gave him a long sleepy kiss, her long hair brushing his chest.
Charles rolled onto his back, putting an arm behind his head and the other around Christina, tucking her into his side and they both stared up at the stars through the skylight. “Margo called, she said, her voiced roughened by sleep. “Someone’s going to be coming around to grab the trailer, and not to call the police,” 
Charles snorted faintly, running his fingers through her curls, “Can you believe Winnie’s worked out here since she was twenty? That’s thirty years at least.”
“At least,” Christina said quietly. “I can’t imagine being that age, I can’t even picture it.” She was quiet for a few seconds, and then her words came out in a rush. “I got a letter from Mara, my advisor. She was asking me where I was and why I wasn’t doing grad school. She didn’t understand why I wasn’t there with them. I did the research, I got in. So where did I go? What do I say to them, Charles? Do I tell them I’m a Park Ranger in Oregon now? Cause that really makes sense. I used—I used to know what I was doing, Charles. I used to know what I would be, and where I was going. Berkeley, grad school in New York, house by thirty, professor by thirty-five, tenure by forty. Now, now I have no idea. We’ll be here for a couple months but what then? What comes next?” The panic, a dull congealed sludge coating now felt heated and slick, filling her.
Charles rubbed slow circles into her back. “It’s okay, no matter what happens it’s going to be okay. We can do this,”
Christina rolled away from him, exposing her bare back and glaring at the corner of the room. “I wanted so much, and what kills me more than anything is that I could have done all of it. I’m good enough, I could have done it.” She felt like the words were being pulled out of her by fishhooks. “I have no idea what comes next, and I’m terrified that the rest of my life is going to be like this,” Charles stroked her hair, trying to soothe her. Like a wild animal she thought.
Anger rose up from her stomach like bile and she yanked the sheets back and walked out of the room towards the bathroom. She felt nauseous, her stomach ached, hollow and prickly, and she had to stop halfway down the hall to brace herself against the wall and try to breathe out her anger. 
It didn’t work, and when she yanked on the door handle to the bathroom, the entire door came away with it in a crash as the hinges splintered like toothpicks.
Pain lanced through her and she collapsed, barely catching herself before her head hit the floor. Distantly she heard Charles shouting her name, her hearing felt muffled, like someone had plugged her ears with cotton; everything was muted except for a high-pitched ringing that was getting louder and louder. A weight settled behind her forehead and it bore her body to the floor. She couldn’t move, her limbs felt heavy and floppy, like a doll. She seemed to be drifting away, like something was pulling her deep inside of herself.
 Then she was turned over, and then she was rising from the floor. Charles was lifting her, trying to stand her upright but Christina’s legs just couldn’t bear her own weight. He leaned down and lifted her like he had done just a few days ago, carrying her across the threshold of their new home to their new life, into their fresh start. 
Her hair covered her face, and stuck to her skin. Hot and cold shivers ran through her body. The jostling made the nausea worse, and she felt her chin jerk up and down, her mouth flood with saliva and her body bucked and rolled like a wave.
She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again she saw the toilet rear up in front of her, Charles was holding her hair, holding her head up as she emptied her stomach into the bowl. Her body felt beyond her control, wracked by shivers and nausea, shaking her, twisting her.
This must be how it feels to be possessed, she thought. 



Chapter 15: Eliza 

Eliza picked up the trailer first thing the next morning. She felt like a thief, hitching it to her truck in the small hours before dawn. She could have easily rented or even borrowed a trailer from a neighboring farm, but she didn’t want a paper trail or anyone remembering and asking questions that she did not have the nerve to answer right now.
 The last few days had been hard. She wasn’t sleeping well. She kept waking up in the middle of the night, going downstairs, and staring at the rug on the living room floor, now dry and slightly faded. She would follow the path she’d made, dragging the body of Frank Hill to her bathtub; where he’d bled out. Eliza hadn’t been able to bring herself to bathe in it since then, and had been using the grubby showers at the Waystation. Five dollars for seven minutes of sputtering water in a grimy stall with a stranger’s pubic hair floating past her feet. 
Maybe she should sell it, Eliza mused. At its age, maybe the tub could be considered an antique.
Sometime before dawn, she had dozed off, sitting curled against the doorframe of the bathroom. She jerked awake when she heard the first rooster crow. She’d had taken what she’d done harder than she had expected herself to. She felt strange, and raised her hands to the bars of light drifting in through her bathroom windows. Her hands were shaking, scattering the dust motes that floated in the beams.
This was unacceptable.
She got up, stumbling because her legs were still asleep. She slipped her bare feet into her boots and drove directly to Margo’s rental house with only a coat over her nightdress.
 In her mind, she always called it the rental house. Margo’s real house was in the mountains. In that two room shack with the dusty paper lanterns, in her sheets which always smelled like the coconut oil Margo used on her hair.
Eliza wasn’t the only one up this early. As she backed her truck up to the trailer hitch, she noticed a broad shouldered black man sitting by the window in the kitchen. He had a mug in front of him and looked exhausted. He noticed her and gave her a half wave, gesturing to ask if she needed help. Margo had clearly told them she was coming. He was handsome she thought vaguely, nice jaw, and kind eyes. She shook her head at him and tried to smile.
She attached the hitch and connected the cables to her truck and maneuvered her way onto the street. She felt like she was driving a train and did her best to take the curves slowly.
Fear had made her hungry, and by the time she drove into her yard she was starving. She tossed the chickens some feed, fed the pigs, and collected the eggs. Scrambled was the fastest to cook them and she tossed in onions and some greens, shoveling it down as the sun began to rise. By the time she had moved on to tea and toast, her hands were still. 
She got dressed, walked downstairs and stared at herself her hall mirror, gripping the edges of the hall table beneath it. Get it together, she told herself forcefully, staring hard into her own blue eyes. Buck up, and get on with it.
She had backed the trailer into her yard as close to the edge of the wood as she could get, then she walked back into the woods where she had buried the ATV under a tarp and a pile of brush. 
Eliza had been driving trucks, mowers, Bobcats, and tractors since she was ten years old. But the ATV was a racehorse not a carthorse. It was a polished finicky machine that made a lot of noise and responded violently to her slightest touch. Eliza almost crashed it twice before she’d gone twenty feet, but was able to get it out of the woods and into the trailer. She closed the doors behind it, and swore. The trailer was a horse trailer and the doors were lower than they might have been so the bright red ATV was glaringly visible over them. 
A wave of weariness hit her, and she slumped down against the side of the trailer. She still couldn’t’ believe it had happened. She had endured the insults, the abuse, the vandalism, the shit talk; she’d taken it for years. Then he crossed the fucking line. 
Eliza had inherited the Hill and Jacobi feud as sure as she’d inherited this house. She’d always hated her ancestors, not only for starting it, but for maintaining the bad blood for almost a century. And over what? Not even a square mile of land. 
It had started during the 1920’s, when the Jacobis and the Hills had just been neighbors, starving alongside the rest of the town. Myra Hill had even married Allen Jacobi, and they’d moved into this house and worked the land together. For many years everything was peaceful, and then the stock market crashed. The farm went bankrupt, and Allen started to drink, and then to hit Myra. Then Myra disappeared. Allen swore she’d run off with another man, abandoning him and their two small daughters. The Hills unsurprisingly, were certain he’d killed her and hid the body. The police got involved but found no evidence of foul play, and people were moving around so much that it was plausible that she’d just picked up and left. The Hills were furious, and demanded the Jacobis return the piece of land that the Hills had gifted to the married couple. The Jacobis refused, and a judge concurred. That had set in motion almost a century of legal and physical back and forth, and Eliza was still being dragged into court every couple of months by Joy and Frank. She would have given up the land in a heartbeat to make it stop, but she couldn’t. It was valuable cropland and surrendering it would be the end of the farm. 
But bankruptcy was still a long way off. Then Hill had tried to take the matter into his own hands. If there was one rule farmers held sacred—you don’t hurt someone else’s animals or crop. You don’t do that because you know how much work, blood, sweat, and agony goes into it. That’s what he had been doing that night at the fence. He’d suddenly gone quiet, no more shouting, no more threats. But she hadn’t heard him drive away either. She’d finally looked out the window and seen it all. That coward, he’d been dusting the cow’s feed trough with antifreeze. She could never respect, never forgive someone who would do that. 
Eliza had always hated Allen Jacobi. Everything that had happened to her was his fault, but now she was forced into a kind of kinship with him. They were both killers of Hills, and they would both—hopefully, get away with it.



Chapter 16: Charles

Charles spent most of the night on the bathroom floor, watching Christina cycle through seizure after seizure. All night he kept alert for the shudders that began in her throat which prompted him to sit her up and lean her over so she could throw up again. This was the eighth medication they’d tried. Anti-seizure, anti-convulsives, nothing was working and if anything the attacks were getting worse.
He’d seen Christina sick before, but these seizures destroyed her, lessened her. He didn’t like seeing how much her personality made her up. Like pounds of flesh, her attitude, her cynicism, her wit composed her, and without it she seemed physically smaller. Diminished, like this thing was feeding on her. 
When he’d heard the splintering crash of her tearing off the bathroom door last night, he’d known immediately what was happening. But instead of leaping up to go to her, he’d stayed frozen in bed. He’d been a coward. He didn’t want to see her like that, see her reduced and helpless.
But he’d managed it, eventually. The door had been leaning against the wall and Christina was bent over, clutching her stomach and then her legs gave out under her. He had seen her collapse, writhing as the muscles and bone swam beneath her skin, trying to reshape themselves into something else. 
It made him nauseous, seeing her flesh writhe like maggots feeding, as something tried to assert control. But the creature couldn’t manifest without the moon; it could only torture her. So Charles sat there, head leaned against the bathroom wall feeling Christina’s jawbone lengthen and contract against his thigh, her spine curve and flatten, and her ribs expand into the wrong shape. This continued into the early hours when finally, it had stopped.
Christina was completely unconscious, Charles carried her into their bed, still wrapped in a blanket, and lay down beside her. He didn’t sleep though; instead he watched her sleep, watching for the unnatural swell of the disease beneath her skin, and he wrote down everything that had happened. 
He woke her at two the next day. She was sore, exhausted, and wanted nothing but to stay curled up in bed. “Got a surprise for you,” he said, and flashed her what he hoped was a winning smile. “Put some clothes on, it’s not far.”
“Where are we going?” She narrowed her eyes against the overhead light, trying to sip water to ease the acid sting in her throat. “I just want to sleep.”
“You can sleep when we get there. Trust me?”
Christina looked aggrieved, but nodded. She was shaky on the stairs down to the truck and he had to help her down. Next place, he swore to himself, their next place would be on level ground. 
Charles drove another fifteen minutes and parked in a sandy lot that looked out over the Pacific. The sun had burned away the morning chill, and made the ocean sparkle.
He gently shook Christina awake, then walked to the back of the car and pulled out towels, a big blanket and a bag of food. By the time he was loaded up, Christina was out of the car, arms wrapped around her chest as she squinted at their surroundings. 
He knew she got cold when she was tired, and used to think it was cute, especially in the evenings when she would wrap herself around him. Now, it just showed how weak she was. Charles draped the blanket around her shoulders and guided her down the beaten dirt path towards the beach. The sunlight seemed to do her good, slowly warming her stiff bones 
Charles inhaled the sea breeze and stared out at the endless cold clear water and the weathered pier stretching out to the horizon line with a few statue-like silhouettes of fishermen in the distance. It was a hidden cove Antonia had told him that only the locals knew about. She’d winked when he said he was looking for something more private, then sketched out some directions.
The beach was hidden by a crop of exposed sandstone bluffs that crumbled to the touch. The beach was made of grey pebbles that glinted bands of aqua, pink, coral orange, and green in the heavy gaze of the afternoon sun.
There were a couple other blankets stretched out on the rocks and sand. Children were running in and out of the sea, holding half eaten hot dogs and Dixie cups of red Kool-Aid. 
The other beaches would be flooded with tourists today, the air hazy with barbecue smoke and the fug of sunscreen. It was Memorial Day in America. 
There was a rotating shift of who was scheduled to work on holidays, and Charles had needed to promise a lot of favors to get today off for them.
They spread out the blanket above the tide line, and Christina stretched out on her stomach. She slowly opened one eye and gave him a lazy smile.
She slept for about an hour, her skin like russet silk under the sun. Charles had woken her briefly to rub sunscreen into her back and she positively groaned with pleasure, arching her back like a cat as he dug his fingers into her sore muscles. 
He’d smiled, but something about her posture, the way her head hung low to her chest made the ridges of her spine push through the skin of her neck. It made her look more like what she had almost turned into last night.
He swallowed. Christina was always—more, in the week leading up to it. Like a cycle her senses, her hearing, sight, and smell became sharpened to the point of pain, and then afterwards they dulled, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. And then there were the attacks where she lost all control. Sometimes the attacks manifested in helplessness like last night, but he had also seen it come out in a dark savage rage.
Charles had a theory. He had a theory that the change she went though was gradual, that the complicated ear, eye, and other delicate internal structures needed more time to form than the blunt claws and teeth. In turn he wondered if it also took some time after for her to get back to normal. He wondered suddenly—if he put an ear to her chest, would he hear another heartbeat. 
He shivered, despite the warm sun. He ran his hand over her hair to soothe himself, tracing the shell of her ear with the side of his hand. He followed the strong curve of her neck, noting the freckles that speckled her back like flecks of cinnamon. His fingers trailed down her spine, the smooth unblemished skin and then over the scars that laced her shoulder and upper back. She shivered.
It was beautiful out here. Charles himself was from Florida, but not the nice part, the shitty part. Of course all of Florida was the shitty part if you were there for more than a week at a time. He sighed and lay on his back resting his forearm over his face, blocking his eyes from the sun, the memories overwhelming him. Whenever he had told anyone back in college where he was from, they always responded with something along the lines of, “Wow, you’re so lucky!” or, “Why the hell did you leave?” Those people were sincerely mistaken about the true nature of Florida. They probably had ideas of pristine beaches, flashy tropical resorts, and never ending parties. The Florida he knew was either sandy scrubland dotted with scraggly pine trees, or the Walmart parking lot.
It was an unnatural place, built on drained swampland and filled in with imported soil. As a result, the state was almost completely flat except for the hills where rich people like his parents had imported even more foreign dirt to keep their possessions above the flood plain. The poor just drowned.
Here in Oregon, the sand was dotted with cold, clear tide pools filled with sea sponges, whorled green limpets, prickly orange sea stars and darting finger sized mullet that nipped his feet when he put them in the water.  Scrubby Shore Pine clung to the sandstone, sheltering hardy little Pacific Silverweed flowers and Coastal Strawberry that clambered over worn driftwood crusted with glimmering salt crystals.
Charles took half an hour to psyche himself up and went for a brief swim in the ocean. The water was freezing, and he only managed about ten minutes, before gasping defeat and walking quickly out of the surf. He saw strangers sitting on the blanket with Christina, now with a shirt on. He got closer and saw that it was Antonia and Mark. Mark was in board shorts and a tank top while Antonia, dressed in a Columbia jacket and leggings. She cupped her hands and wolf whistled, bellowing like a frat boy on spring break. “Daaaammn, you could do laundry on those abs!”
Charles liked Antonia. He wasn’t sure about Mark, but Antonia was growing on him. He grinned, loping up to the trio, “What are you guys doing here?”
“Memorial Day at the beach, same as you. We just got off duty,” Antonia and Mark had brought a case of beer and bags of snacks between them. Mark glared and slapped a mosquito that had been feeding on his arm, leaving a big smear of blood. “The bugs are so bad this year. I took a nap in my yard yesterday, woke up my hand was covered in ticks. Gross, right? But these things were the size of bottle caps. I picked them off but Winnie says I need to watch for Lyme Disease now.”
“You have the worst luck of anyone I’ve ever met.” Antonia said, then shook her head. “I don’t know, it’s been a bad week all around. On Tuesday I had to help a kid find her dog, one of those little Pekinese things. It got taken by a hawk and we only found half of it. That kid will not be okay for a while.”
“You think that’s bad,” Mark said, propping himself up on an elbow. “I had to go help this couple up on Cascade Rock yesterday. The lady miscarried. Yeah,” he said nodding at their horrified expressions. “She was so upset. I’m not sure the guy she was with even knew she was pregnant.”
“And now we’ve already our second missing person case this year,” Antonia said, and grimaced, “Speaking of, any word on Frank Hill?”
“Nada,” Mark said. “The cops are interested now though. Heard anything from your friend, Antonia?”
Antonia fixed him with an icy glare. “No, he’s too busy, with all the bullshit that’s happening.” 
 “It’s just—I don’t know,” Mark sobered, “it’s just been a bad year, first all the flooding, now half the farmers I know are having their crop rot in the ground.”
“Is it the glacier? Prehistoric diseases are coming out with the water,” Charles joked, trying to lighten the mood.
	“I don’t think so,” Antonia shook her head pensively. “I think it’s just this place. Bad things happen in forgotten places.”



Chapter 17: Eliza

Eliza sat in the Waystation Diner, staring outside, gently blowing on her coffee, though it had cooled some time ago. The owner, Leana Hansen was sitting at the cash register, staring at a computer screen that connected to the security cameras, watching a spider walk across the lens. 
Abruptly she looked around and caught Eliza’s eye. They nodded briefly to each other but otherwise did not interact. 
Leana had become briefly famous about two decades ago when she had pulled her own gun on the attempted robbery occurring at the Waffle House she was waitressing at. Eliza liked her, and in return Leana seemed to extend to Eliza the same respect she had shown her mother.
Leana saw a lot of strange things in her line of work. She’d told Eliza once that working the night shift at the Waystation was a lot like working at a bar, which she’d also done, except that you couldn’t blame all the weird stuff people did on alcohol. You could blame some of it, but definitely not all of it.
Eliza had been up here in the diner when a massive power outage hit town last year. There was no lightning storm, no car crash into a telephone pole, just an ominous flicker, and then pure darkness rolled across town like a tidal wave. There had been a click behind her and she jumped, but it was just Leana, turning on a lantern she had under the register. Her face looked ghostly in the green chemical light, but she did not look afraid. The lights in the Waystation had come on a few minutes later, but the rest of the town had stayed dark, the station glowing like a neon beacon in the blackness.
People had begun to show up, like moths traveling toward a flame. They huddled in the station like children, and something about Leana’s presence and free coffee refills, probably saved the town from a panic that night. 
Nothing ever seemed to phase her, but Leana was practical in the way that only a superstitious person can be. Salt over her shoulder, flood insurance, knock on wood, fire insurance. Eliza couldn’t tell if she really believed or not. She was just a just-in-case kind of person.
Eliza wished that she had some of that solid practicality that afternoon when she buried Frank Hill’s body. She’d waited until Memorial Day when the town would be flooded with out-of-towners and the cops and rangers would be distracted keeping them under control. She’d chosen Kramer Orchard as the burial site. Only locals knew about it, and they avoided it when possible.
Eliza decided to get rid of the ATV and the body at the same time. She planned to take the ATV apart and dispose of it in pieces in the landfill. In the meantime, she stored it in a dilapidated shed on her uncle’s property. The man himself was withering to yellowed skin and bone in a care home in Hartford. Prematurely aged by drink and stress, he stubbornly refused to sell the house in the belief that one day he would recover and return. So the house and surrounding land would sit empty until his death. In the meantime, Eliza kept it up, mowing the lawn, checking the roof and plumbing, making sure she could still sell it by the time he gave up the ghost.
She had to get rid of the body while it was still frozen enough not to stink. Eliza stopped at the side of the deserted road she had picked out on a map in the library, and quickly rolled out the tarp covered body and tucked it out of sight under the lip of the road. Then she drove the truck a couple miles away and parked it in the lot of the A&W. Then she walked back into the woods and jogged inside the tree line back to where she’d left the body. The area she’d chosen was at the base of a steep incline. The body rolled fast down the hill, but she herself had to inch down, using all four limbs to cling to the dirt slope like a spider. Eliza was very careful and took her time; a fall here would be disastrous.
Once at the bottom, she dragged the body down the overgrown path through the orchard. The body had begun to smell, not like rot, more like defrosting chicken. Eliza was farm strong, lean and tough, but that wet spoiled-meat smell did something to her, that and the heavy sound the body made as she dragged it though the damp leaves and loam of the apple orchard on the far edge of the old Kramer property. The orchard was the source of most of her childhood nightmares, of Old Mr. Kramer hacking up his wife and servants. But she was an adult now, and she had a job to do. The orchard smelled like rotting fruit and the air was full of bees and wasps that brushed by her face making her quiver. She knew better than to swat at them, but it took a lot not to flinch at the feeling of tiny insect legs on the back of her neck. She sucked it up and kept going, ignoring how the shadows of the trees looked like the twisted fingers of a monster.
Eliza found a good spot under the roots of an upturned tree, the soil around it was loose and easy to turn over. She planned to dig a grave here, bury the body, then come back later and plant an Osier dogwood over it. It was a tough shrub, with roots that would grow thick, tangled, and deep. But Eliza had only dug about a foot into the black fertile earth when deep in the trees behind her, a flock of birds startled up from the leaves into the sky. She stiffened.
She knew things about the woods. Knowledge passed down from the old to the young by the fireside on dark nights. The hard won, arcane sort of knowledge that might not make sense to the outsider, but came from the people who had lived when the others died.
Eliza knew not to rely on electronics in the woods, that they would fail her when she needed them the most. She knew that if she was up somewhere high and heard crinkling like a chip bag and felt static in the air, that lightning was about to strike. She knew not to walk facing forward under natural arches, and not to touch piles of stones, especially cairns. Not to write her name anywhere under the pines, to always assume she was being followed, not to turn her back on anything she feared, and if the forest ever fell silent, for god sakes run. A strange feeling bore itself out from the thin nerves of her spine, her appendix, and the aching space where her wisdom teeth used to be. The primeval parts of her body were telling her with violent certainty, that she was in danger.
Eliza seized the edge of the tarp and rolled the body into the shallow hole with a sharp flip. Hill landed face up with a heavy smack. Touching his clammy flesh made her want to vomit but she rolled him over into the hole and kicked the pile of dirt over the body, frantically patting it down. She ran to the side, grabbed an armful of brush, and flung it over the makeshift grave. Eliza snatched up her shovel and the tarp and ran, faster than she had ever done in her life back to the truck. Going directly up the slope would take too long. She could imagine rotten hands wrapping around her ankle and dragging her, clawing and screaming down the earthen bank.
She tried to keep the road in sight as she sprinted back to the parking lot of the A&W. She locked herself inside the truck and everything seemed to go instantly still as soon as she slammed the door, suddenly and jarringly still. 
The hands on the wheel in front of her were filthy with grave dirt, the earth embedded under her nails like dirty crescent moons, and her hands shook.
She swallowed heavily and started the car, it shuddered unhealthily under her and for a brief horrible second she thought it wouldn’t start, but then the engine turned over with a rusty cough and she burst into tears. She cried into her hands for several minutes, and when she raised her head, she saw that a sunburned family of four were standing directly in front of the truck staring at her. Not with concern, but with a slack-jawed dozy interest that made her blood rise like boiling mercury. Eliza stared them down and revved the engine. They got the hint and scattered. 
As she was pulling out of the parking lot, Eliza looked across the street, to the hills beyond and she saw the barn and house of the Kramer property. The barn was a large old structure that had been on the verge of falling down for years but she could see that someone had painted in six-foot-tall capital letters on the roof: PRAY FOR US SINNERS. 



Chapter 18: Christina
Antonia leaned against a rock, staring at the sky, Mark lying beside her, making slow angels in the sand as they argued lazily, passing a joint between them, “The cost of living is so much lower though! I’ve looked into it; you could buy a mansion on the Mississippi River for what it takes to rent a studio the size of a box in California,”
Antonia looked at him upside down. “No offense Mark, but I’d rather be dead in California than be alive in any part of Missouri.”
“Agreed,” Charles said, taking the offered joint.
“Hell is real but Missouri is worse,” Antonia said. “Trust me, Children of the Corn is only a mild exaggeration.”
“I like the river,” Mark said stubbornly.
The dour note they had arrived on had faded quickly. They set up a bonfire when the light began to slide low in the sky and Antonia grudgingly made a run to Fred Meyer—or Freddies’ as she insisted it was called, for hotdogs and more beer. 
She came back with bags of hot dogs, buns, chips, and more beer. She flung herself down in the sand and told Mark to roast her a hotdog. Then she rolled over, propping herself up on her elbows and stared at Charles and Christina through her yellow glasses. “So, how did you two meet?”
Charles smiled. “We were in college, I was working in the library and one night during finals, I was doing some shelving, and I found her asleep on the floor in the stacks.”
 “We’re you in the same year?” 
Christina and Charles glanced at each other. “Technically, but I did a tour of duty before going to school. Used the GI bill to pay my way, so we were in the same class but I have a few years on her.”
Mark grinned quizzically at him, “Hey it’s Memorial Day, congratulations man.”
Charles shook his head. “No, that’s Veterans Day. Memorial Day is for the ones that didn’t make it.”
Mark looked embarrassed and curled up on his side to scratch his foot, “Shit, I’m sorry man.”
Charles waved it off. “It’s just a day off for me.” His flippancy allowed the moment to pass easily, but Christina knew better. If Charles hadn’t been focused on looking after her, he would have gone somewhere to be alone. He wasn’t one for singing dirges or anything. He just got very quiet and pensive.
She had never asked him about it. Christina knew he’d tell her when he was ready, or if not then that was fine too. She wasn’t a nosy person, it wasn’t in her nature to pry and she knew Charles was grateful that he didn’t have to explain himself to her. 
He’d probably want to leave soon, take her back to the house and then drive off. He’d go walk somewhere, sit by a stream or an overlook. Or maybe he’d go to the Waystation, sit in a corner booth with a coffee. Anywhere to be alone. 
He would come back to her sometime in the early hours, his skin cold and smelling like the night, and wrap his arms around her, pressing her close.
But for now, he was laughing and smiling with Mark and Antonia. It was a talent of his. He might despise someone with every fiber of his being but they would never know it. He had the ability to keep secrets like no one she’d ever known before. It might have made her worry.
“If you did Berkeley, then like—why are you here?” Everyone went silent, and looked down at Mark, still making lethargic sand angels. He blinked dozily up at them. “I mean like—it’s Everett, there isn’t shit here. Why would you be here when you could be like—literally anywhere else?” 
“Um—“ Antonia looked around, trying to find something to say. “Mark you don’t—that’s rude.”
He frowned childishly at her. “Didn’t mean it like that, but like seriously, why are you here?”
“I’m sure you all have a permit to do this?” a flashlight abruptly flashed over the fire, blinding them. Charles turned around, shading his eyes from the beam. He could see the silhouette of a lawman’s hat and forced himself to be calm, his stomach already in knots from Mark’s words. “You know there’s a fine for failure to comply with zoning laws.”
Antonia sat up and shaded her eyes, trying to squint past the light, “We’re rangers, we give the permits and—hang on, Thomas Rook is that you?”
The figure chuckled and clicked off the beam. “How’s it going Antonia?”
“You jackass!” Antonia mock gasped and tossed an empty beer can at him. “Come sit, we’ve got hotdogs.”
A young man in khaki deputy fatigues walked into the circle of firelight. He pulled up the fabric around his knees so he could crouch down among them like he was examining a crime scene. 
Antonia straightened up and wrapped her arms around him, giving him a big smacking kiss on the cheek. “Your ears must have been burning, because we were just talking about you and how you haven’t called me in days.”
“Sorry,” he kissed her cheek. “Been busy with the whole Frank Hill thing. Who are you guys?” He asked nodding at Christina and Charles. “Thought I knew all the rangers,”
“Oh, “Mark sat woozily upright and gestured in their vague direction. “That’s Charlie and Christina, they’re new,” Then he flopped back down on the sand, putting an arm over his eyes, hiding the joint in an empty beer can. “They’re getting married soon.”
Christina raised her eyebrows and looked around the circle. “Um, not to my knowledge.” The others laughed.
“Good thing too,” Antonia asked. “The last bachelorette party I went to turned into a 19-hour search and rescue mission through the woods.”
The circle relaxed, everyone drifting off into their own conversations. Christina lay back down beside the fire, feeling her bones, heavy and tired inside her skin. Mark was lying on his back, vaguely connecting constellations with an outstretched finger. “The concept of infinity is like, nauseating; like I feel sick right now, knowing how fucking big space is. But like—being faced with it, it’s weirdly calming, it’s endless. I mean, who gives a shit that you messed up? Who cares if you failed that test, sucked a dick, didn’t suck a dick—who cares? Not the universe.”
Rook’s walkie crackled and he got up and stepped away to answer it.
“Hey who wants to hear a ghost story?” Antonia said leaning in, firelight dancing on the yellow lens of her glasses.
“I swear to God, if someone jumps out from behind that rock, I will punch you in the face,” Mark said grumpily.
Antonia ignored him. “So, you’ve all heard of the Jersey Devil, the Mothman, Bigfoot, whatever—but how many of you have heard of the Hidebehind?” She surveyed the blank faces staring back at her, and grinned. “The Hidebehind is older than all of those others. Older—and with a much higher body count. They say it’s ten feet tall and covered in thick brown fur with burning yellow eyes. The first reports of it are from the real American pioneers, the logging camps in the Northwest. They lived out in the bush for months, hacking down trees and carving them up to send downstream. It was hard dangerous work and a lot of people died doing it, but then there were the ones that just went missing. Whenever a logger would go missing, his friends would always say it was the Hidebehind who got him. You can’t protect yourself from the it, because no matter where you go or what you do, it is always behind you. It stalks people like you or I would stalk a deer, attacking without warning, and drags you back to its home to gut you and eat you alive. So just imagine being out there, hundreds of years ago, and your’re alone in the woods,” Antonia’s voice lowered into something rough and crawling. “Then you feel the hair on the back of your neck stand up, you know something’s behind you so you whip around, but nothings there. Then you feel it again and turn to see it, but again, nothing’s there. You’re being circled, but you’ll never see it coming, not until the very—last—second. And then it’s too late.”
Christina refused the creeping sensation along her spine that wanted her to turn around and look, just in case. She could tell everyone else was feeling the same. But all she could here was the distant scream of an osprey, high and lonely over the rolling surf.
“If no one’s seen them, how do you know what they look like?” Mark asked.
“What?” Antonia asked, thrown.
“I said, if no one’s seen them then how do we know-“ She tossed some chips at him, but he didn’t have the state of mind to move so they landed on his face.	
	“Hey guys listen up.” Rook was back and his tall body cast a scarecrows shadow over them, and his young face looked grim. “I have to head out right now and you all should too, there’s a situation down at Red Hooks Campground. There’s a little girl—she’s been missing for six hours.”



Chapter 19: Charles
“Ma’am, so far there is no evidence that anyone took her, okay? Right now she’s just lost, and I promise you that we’re doing everything we possibly can to get her back.”
“I don’t understand. Ellie’s lived here her whole life, she knows the area, she knows better.” Molly Quinn, mother of the missing, was at loose ends. Her sun-damaged forehead was wrinkled with worry, and her large hands, skilled at milking and mending fences, were clasped damsel-like before her.
The party at the beach had come to an abrupt end as they all received the emergency call to report in. Eight-year-old Ellie Quinn had vanished from the Red Hooks Camp Ground, where she and her family had been spending Memorial Day at the lake, roasting hot dogs with the tourists. 
She was last seen sitting on the shore and drawing with a stick in the sand. Ellie hadn’t been allowed in the water. She’d gotten a grease burn on her leg several days before and couldn’t get the bandages wet. She’d been pouting, sitting away from the crowds, around the bend of the shore line. Her mother had been running a stall for the local Methodist Church, and told her to go play.
Other children raced around with plastic super soakers, chasing each other through the maze of picnic blankets, barbeques, and tailgates. A local radio station was holding a local trivia contest via megaphone by the lake, and a local band played covers of Radiohead and Van Halen, which gave the day a background of shuddering bass.
The witness said she’d noticed the little girl sitting all by herself, and she had stuck in her memory because she looked so unhappy. That was the last confirmed sighting of Ellie Quinn, at 3:30 pm.
	Nobody had noticed Ellie’s absence for over an hour. It was only when her older brother Liam had shown up after work and asked where she was, that anybody thought to wonder about her. He had loped through the throngs of people and fire pits, calling out her name. After three circuits of the camp ground he’d gone to find his mother. It was after five by then, and gotten on the church PA system requesting, “Ellie Quinn, please come to the stage, your mother is looking for you. Ella Quinn, please-”
	It was nearly six and the news had spread through the camp ground, but a general search of the area turned up empty. Other cops on duty were called in, and the area was combed for any signs of the little girl. The witness was located around 7:15. Her family had stayed late to see the fireworks, and it was soon determined that she had been the last to see Ellie, over four hours ago. 
Thomas Rook was called off beach patrol an hour later, and thirty minutes after that, all the rangers were called in to come in as well. All local stations and precincts came together and covered the surrounding woods. The little’s girl’s face even made it in time for the ten o’clock news.
They were out all night, tramping through woods under a heavy down pour that had begun around 1 am. The distant pop and reverberating boom of illegal fireworks struck an incongruous note with the dread they were all feeling. They had been relieved at 3 am, and had gone home to sleep. 
The lake and surrounding woods backed up to the lowlands, and the current theory was that Ellie had gone for a walk and had gotten lost. It was entirely possible; the lowlands were a hellish tangle of shrubs and trees. It would be very easy to get lost in them.
They went back on duty at 7:30 am, and spent several hours lead a group of trained volunteers through the lowland woods with no success. The remaining Quinns had been shepherded home after midnight, and a deputy was assigned to wait with them in case Ellie came home. But no one had been able to prevent Molly from showing up at the search headquarters and getting in the way. She was also heavily intoxicated, the smell of half-digested Jim Bean filling the truck cab. Charles was assigned to try get her to go home. No one would say it, not in so many words yet, but the search was becoming an investigation. 
Dogs had been brought in form Hartford, but they had lost her scent less than thirty feet into the woods, and there was no evidence, no witness, no nothing. Those on the outside, could see that things were turning inward.
That morning, Molly Quinn had given permission for the police to go through her credit card and banking history, though she probably would have agreed to anything in the state she was in. In fact, the only thing she had complained about was the clothes someone, one of the cops, had taken from Ellie’s room. 
“She knows how to build a shelter, make a fire, and she knows what plants to eat and how to hunt. My girl knows how to take care of herself.” Molly had repeated that last statement over and over like a mantra as Charles drove her home, trying to speak it into being like a prayer.
As they pulled into the yard, the barn doors were open and inside Charles could see gutted animal carcasses were lashed to wooden frames, their innards spread open like an anatomy lesson, and leaned in over a fire. A tall, skinny boy stood with his back to them, flinging what looked like ladles of water over the meat.
It was Liam, the eldest Quinn child, and the first to notice Ellie was missing. Charles had picked up a few tidbits about him; truancy, fights at school.
“Is Liam doing okay?” he asked. 
Molly nodded distractedly. She looked harassed and worried, but she wasn’t desperate, not yet. Her child was missing, but Ellie was not yet gone. Molly still thought her daughter had just wandered away into the woods, the very woods in which she had grown up. Her native territory.
Thomas knew that Liam had gotten off work at 1:30 and but hadn’t arrived at the campground until 4:30, and there was an ugly three-hour gap, where no one seemed to know where he had been.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Chapter Summaries
The town and surrounding areas have rallied to look for Ellie. Christina learns from Antonia during a search about the history of the Kramer house, that it was the site of brutal killing that left a mark on the town. They return from the search and all the searchers who were up near the glacier have come back sick after making lemonade with the spring water. Christina is approached by Eliza, who mentions that she thinks her sister Molly might be hiding something. Christina then approaches Thomas Rook with the information, and he confirms that Liam Quinn is a suspect in Ellie’s disappearance. 
Margo is going through the trailer that Eliza returned, and finds a red scratch of paint inside. She connects this with the missing posters of Frank Hill, and realizes that Eliza must have killed him due to her strange attitude in the last week.
Eliza regrets mentioning her suspicions about Molly, though she does think about how Ellie was an unplanned child, but being a member of a farming family, she would have been insured. She overhears some locals talking about the search and realizes they will be searching the area where she buried Frank Hill. She goes to her truck and finds that Joy Hill had keyed it. She rushes to the orchard, it is raining hard and when she tries to climb down the bank she falls and injures herself. In pain and afraid, she calls Margo.
Charles returns home and is attacked by a stranger, who reveals himself to be the man Christina attacked when she first transformed. He was turned into a werewolf as well, and he remembers Charles when Charles tried to get rid of his body and assumes that he was the wolf who attacked him. He blames Charles for his wife leaving him. Charles is able to prove he is not the wolf by touching a silver watch. The man asks for the identity of the wolf and Charles comes up with a fake name when he threatens Christina. The man still wants to kill Charles though and they fight, during which the man partially transforms before Charles is able to get him out of the house and he runs off. Charles is left to wonder if Christina can partially transform and if she has been hiding this.
Margo arrives at the orchard to help Eliza. She briefly wonders if Eliza has realized that Margo has found out what she did, and lured her here to kill her. But when she hears Eliza calling for her she goes down to help. Eliza admits she killed Frank, and Margo helps her up the hill to the truck. Margo then offers to get the body out, partially to help Eliza, partially to help herself because by using her trailer, Eliza has gotten her involved in the crime.
Charles is meeting with police officers at the house when Christina arrives home. The officers leave and Charles tells Christina the truth about what happened. 
Margo digs up the body, she is sickened, but she is able to do it.
Christina throws up, she is furious that he didn’t tell her and is horrified at what she had done. Charles said he hid what happened because it wasn’t Christina’s fault and he thought they could start over as Park Rangers and she would never have to know and hurt about it. He tells her that the other wolf was the one who broke in and Christina begins to think of herself as a disease.
Margo took Eliza to the hospital and then they return to herself. Eliza believes she has lost Margo and Margo says she has a plan to get rid of the body.
Margo considers why she really helped Eliza. As a child her family owned a horse farm and were happy until her uncle came to live with them. He gradually manipulated the family into being subservient to him, and emotionally abused everyone as the farm fell apart. Margo escaped to college, cutting herself off from her family until she is told her father died of untreated lung cancer. She doesn’t go home for the funeral and hasn’t been in contact with her family since, ashamed and afraid. She has had vivid fantasies of killing her uncle ever since.
Charles goes to a hotel sleeps, then goes to a theater where they serve alcohol. He is upset about Christina, combined with the time of year. He gets drunk and relives his military service, his college days with Christina and how she inspired him to be better, the days after Christina transformed the first time and how sick she was. He remembers his childhood in Florida, in a wealthy but emotionally bankrupt family. His younger brother Johnnie dies of untreated ketoacidosis from diabetes while his parents went out to dinner on Memorial Day, leaving Charles to watch him.
Alone in the destroyed house, Christina has a panic attack. Margo shows up, muddy and upset. She is not a naturally nurturing person, but is able to care for Margo, making her coffee and getting her into a shower. Christina cleans up the wreckage and suggests they go into town for dinner. The two women become friendly, and Margo talks about her time in college. They walk down by the river to the edge of the broken bridge, and find their way blocked by a dark shape which is revealed to be a horribly mutated goat. The goat attacks them, Christina is able to hold it off with her increased strength and Margo breaks its back with a saw horse. The goat then mutates further and forces them off the bridge into the river.
Margo lands on a piece of bridge and is able to crawl back up to the road, but Christina has fallen into the river.
Christina was badly injured in the fall, but a healing ability she has begins to work. This causes her a lot of pain but fixes her injuries. The goat is impaled on the broken piece of bridge. Christina is able to drag herself out of the river and Margo gets her home and looks after her. Christina convinces her not to go to the police or take her to the hospital, worried about the changes to her physiology this close to the full moon. Margo has left the next morning, but left her breakfast. Christina is covered in bruises from the healing process and is late into work. Everyone there is on edge and Mark sees her bruises and makes an inappropriate comment and touches her. Christina, exhausted and in a lot of pain, hits her limit and confronts him. Charles arrives and forces her out of the room. 
Margo has been looking through old records in the ranger station and sees the interaction. Due to her history of abuse, she misinterprets the situation, as well as the bruises, and assumes Charles is abusing her.
The night before after Margo had left, Eliza had gone to Molly’s house to see if she could look after her. Molly is a drunk mess and house is filthy. Liam has been taken in for questioning. Eliza cleans up the house and put Molly to bed. The next morning, she goes and sits by the lake, Margo shows up and gets her to come with her.
Christina and Charles are sitting in their car outside the station. Christina mulls through her feelings of disgust and revulsion of her own body, and is in mourning for all the things this condition had taken from her, academically and personally. Charles sees she is having a hard time and reaches out to comfort her when Antonia knocks on the window and tells them that Liam Quinn has gone missing.
Margo and Eliza drive to see Leana Hansen, who knows a lot of the strange that goes on in the town. Margo tells Eliza what happened last night. Margo shows Leana her research, showing her rising levels of mutagens in the environment, she was studying the effects on the plants, and after the previous night thinks they may be impacting the animals as well. She suspects that there is something more going on and needs more information. Leana tells them that ever since global warming decimated the glacier, bad things have been happening in the town, including a murdered young woman missing her head, crop and animal die offs, and disease. She tells them a story which isn’t revealed until later. Afterwards Margo and Eliza have an honest conversation. Eliza is angry Margo didn’t tell her about this as it puts her farm in danger and signifies the lack of trust between them. Margo says that due to Eliza’s practical nature and control issues, she didn’t think she would believe her. Eliza demurs, and Margo tells her a story of how she was stalked by mutated deer. She tells Eliza that she wanted to get the goat carcass as proof for her. Margo believes Leana’s story, Eliza doesn’t but won’t say so because Margo is angry with her. She admits she manipulated Margo into helping her because she was raised to care for people by looking after them, by protecting them and lying to them.
The search was called off and the FBI take over the investigation, pushing everyone out. Liam Quinn is in the wind and a bag of the clothes Ellie was wearing when she went missing is found in Liam’s room. Christina and Charles compare their experiences and are honest with each other, if acrimonious. They determine there is something in the woods mutating the animals and decide that if they want to live here without police attention and urban legends and tourists showing up, they have to get rid of it.
Charles drives Christina to the clearing far up the mountain, and area abandoned because endangered owls had been found there. They partially reconcile before Charles leaves.
Margo has followed Charles and Christina to the clearing. Her conversation with Eliza had shaken her and she is trying to regain control by saving Christina. She is about to step out when Charles grabs her and stop Christina from seeing her. They watch her transform and run for the truck, Christina get their first and blocks their way out. Margo diverts Christina’s attention while Charles gets in the truck, then, rather than hit Christina and save Margo, Charles chooses to go back down the path, leaving Margo with the wolf. Margo is about to be killed when Charles reverses and blocks Christina’s attack, Margo gets in and they drive off. Christina continues to attack the truck and forces them down a dead end side road, trapping them. She is about to go through the windshield when the other wolf howls, diverting her attention and she goes after it, giving them a chance to escape. They go to the Waystation and Charles explains what happened to Christina.
Charles goes to get Christina the next morning, and takes her back to the house to rest. Charles makes the decision to be honest about what happened with Margo, and they are about to go into work when smoke appears over the horizon.
Eliza learns through her radio that a sinkhole has appeared and ruptured a gas line in the lowlands, causing a fire. With Margo’s help she prepares a defense of her property and gathers up her necessary materials. Margo is able to transport half of the animals to safety.
Christina and Charles arrive at work where the volunteer fire department and National Guard have assembled. More sinkholes have opened up and the town is trying to evacuate. Winnie Pelton has taken command and organizes the relief efforts.
Charles and Antonia are assigned to work on digging out a fireline with the fire crews. Christina and the others are working on evacuation. During the hot exhausting work, Charles notices that Antonia keeps herself entirely covered. Winnie determines that the fire is moving too fast and calls in international reinforcements.
Christina is working on evacuating the town and organizing the poor residents without transportation to the evacuation point.
Margo returns to the farm and she and Eliza load up the animals. They consider putting their body disposal plan into action but determine the roads they need would have been blocked. Margo goes inside to grab some of her stuff and Eliza is taken hostage by Joy Hill with a shotgun. She takes Eliza out to the field to shoot her, but trips and Eliza is able to fight her for the gun. Joy begins choking Eliza but Margo hits her over the head. They both become aware of weird noises coming from the woods and see weird mutated animals rushing out, running from the fire. Eliza tries to help Joy but the woman refuses her help. Margo and Eliza run to the trucks and are about to drive out when they see that Jimmy John the goat has escaped. They rustle the goat into the trailer, but turn around and see the creatures have surrounded them. Margo is able to spill a chemical on the ground and light it on fire, scaring the creatures away. The women drive away.
International aid arrives to help the fireline, but it is clear it won’t be enough to protect the town.
Margo and Eliza drive away from the fire, Eliza feeling incredibly grieved to leave behind her farm. They are stopped on their way out by the National Guard who won’t let them leave without proper documentation which Eliza is certain she packed. Eliza decides she will stay with the animals, and Margo decides to stay with her.
The fireline crew is pulled off when the blaze gets too close, and Charles goes back to the station to wait for Christina as the road to their house is blocked off. He sits there with Antonia, and tells her he regrets coming here. He thought they could start over but nowhere is a clean slate and he and Christina just compounded what was happening here with their own problems. He says maybe the fire is a good thing, and Antonia agrees with him. Christina arrives and they lie down to sleep. Margo and Eliza show up with the trailer, asking for help to get behind the blocked off area so Eliza can get her papers. Christina is acrimonious and Eliza is angry, nerves and stress pushing them to a breaking point. Charles calms the situation though there is tension between him and Christina. He agrees to take Eliza to get the papers. They go to the farm and Eliza goes inside while Charles waits in the yard. Eliza realizes that some of the creatures are still there and tries to guide Charles to safety in the house.
Margo and Christina talk about what happened the night before, and Margo admits she thought Christina was in danger. They talk and Margo asks if the wolf condition is still affecting her while she’s human. Christina says the condition has made her out of step with other people and she has changed as a person. Charles is trying to save that person, and Christina feels guilty because she doesn’t think that person exists anymore.
Christina mentions Liam Quinn, and Margo reveals that he does have an alibi, he was helping her collect samples while Ellie was being kidnapped. They were trespassing illegally and Liam hadn’t said anything to protect her, assuming he would be cleared soon and Margo’s isolated lifestyle kept her from hearing anything about what was happening. Christina remembers Molly Quinn complaining that some of her daughters clothes had been taken, and they had been taken for Ellie to wear while her original clothes were taken to frame Liam. She believes Ellie is still alive.
Eliza finds the folder on the table and realizes she is being set up, she gets Charles inside the house but one of the creatures bites her ankle before Charles is able to kill it. The fire gets close enough that the creatures flee, Eliza makes Charles take her to Molly’s house realizing that she would still be waiting for Ellie. They find that the creatures have killed her.
Christina gets a call from Thomas Rook who believes Antonia has gone missing and is calling all the rangers. Christina arranges for him to get her access to the clothes and using her heightened senses is able to determine where Ellie has been.
Charles and Eliza combine the information they have gathered, including what Leana told her and Margo.
Leana told Margo and Eliza about the history of the town. It was founded by a group of Finns who settled on the other side of the continent because they were afraid of something. They had killed a woman who was suspected of being a witch and her children. She became a Finnish demon called an Ajatar a shape changer that spread disease just by her presence. She poisoned the land and water, transformed the animals, and began to murder the children of the town. The town came to America and settled the town after betraying the native people and killing them for their land, showing they had learned nothing. They heard rumors of a creature that sounded like their monster and hoped it wouldn’t find them, but of course it did. Ajatar began to kill the children and one of the mothers took an ax to go get revenge. She didn’t come back but neither did the monster and they assumed the two had killed each other. Leana think the creature has come back, Eliza hadn’t believed her but does now. Christina and Margo are calling their partners as they drive through Everett, which is deserted and looks like an apocalypse happened. They think that the mother had trapped Ajatar in the glacier and that global warming freed her. Margo gets through to Eliza and she tells her about Molly, Margo decides to go to her, leaving Christina to face the monster alone.
Eliza and Charles meet Margo at Charles and Christina’s house. Charles realizes Christina has been calling him, she tells him she is going to get Ellie and Antonia back. Charles begs her not to but she tells him that she is changing as a person and she doesn’t want to be the person who could and didn’t try to save a child.
Christina goes to the location she smelled on Ellie’s clothes, the sinkhole she found when she and Charles scouted the glacier. It has gotten bigger and there are tunnels branching off into the mountain. She gets inside, and partially transforms, using the abilities she has been repressing. She follows the scent to a blocked off area full of nest-like constructions, where she finds Ellie. She gets her out but finds herself too transformed to fit back through. She has to control herself before she can get through. She and Ellie get far before they realize they are being followed by some of the creatures, they have to run and are able to find a crevice large enough to fit Ellie but not Christina. She prepares to fight the creatures but the other wolf appears, and Christina realizes she has been set up.
Charles, Margo, and Christina realize that the creatures are hiding in the Kramer house, and prepare supplies to go in, rescue the people, and burn the place down. Charles tries to get Eliza to stay behind as she is injured, but Eliza threatens to call the police. So they go to the house.
Christina and the wolf talk, he tells her Ajatar had lured her here, that she ruined his life and he wants to kill her. She apologizes but he still attacks her, and she lets him take his anger out on her until Liam Quinn appears and attacks the other wolf. She rallies to save Liam and the other wolf runs off, but the creatures locate them by the sound of the fight and they flee through the tunnels. He tells her he didn’t tell the police the truth because he was trying to protect Margo, and thought the police would realize he didn’t do it and ran off when he realized they were going to arrest him to go find Ellie. They follow sounds until they find themselves under a house.
Charles goes into the house first, finding the ruined bodies of the hiker among more of the nest-like constructions, and tunnel leading underground. He goes upstairs and finds Antonia, alive and uninjured, he is helping her out when she reveals something she shouldn’t have known about Christina’s whereabouts. He realizes that she is the Ajatar. She admits it, saying she killed the real Antonia Isaac, the body found in the woods last year, and stole her identity. She reveals that she covers herself because her body is covered in sores, pustules, and boils. He tries to talk her down from killing everyone and she says she doesn’t want to kill them anymore. She just wants the land, the town was already dying and she believes her mutation powers will rejuvenate the area. Her powers had already brought back the Spotted Owl and she believes with time and practice she can have the whole area. She offers, in exchange for Charles and Christina leaving the area, to make Christina’s condition controllable, which would let them be the couple they used to be, happy. Charles realizes this is a trick, Antonia is a predator and is getting rid of the competition.
Margo and Eliza have been dousing the house in chemicals from Margo’s lab, and carry Frank Hill’s body into the house. As they work, Eliza admits she is breaking down in the wake of killing Frank Hill. Eliza asks Margo the real reason why she has helped her, and Margo reveals the abuse she went through as a child, and that she would have done the same thing to her uncle if given the chance. Antonia appears from upstairs, holding Charles. She tells them that she set up Christina to be killed by the other wolf, and she was responsible for setting up Eliza to be killed.
Antonia contorts her body and tries to eat Charles while two mutated creatures come from the tunnel and attack Eliza and Margo. Charles is able to get away and saves Margo by killing the creature before being attacked by Antonia, they continue to fight and Antonia mutates further. Eliza kills her attacker and uses the body to force Antonia into a hole in the floor. Margo runs to get the makeshift bomb from the truck and Charles and Margo hit Antonia with more chemicals. Then Liam and Christina appear through the tunnel.
Liam is pushing some debris to block the hole when the other wolf comes out of the tunnel. They talk again and she makes him understand that blaming her will not solve this, that it wasn’t her fault and it wasn’t his fault and their lives are still worth living. Antonia then comes out of the floor and tells him to kill the others and she’ll heal him. Charles tells him not believe her as she made them the same deal. He grabs the climbing ax and hits Christina in the stomach. Antonia makes Christina look at her and gives her the choice to die here from her wounds, or transform and put everyone in danger. Christina chooses to look at Antonia, whose power makes her take on a different strain of the werewolf virus that makes her transform on all the nights of the full moon. Christina is able to smash through a window before she transforms all the way, the other wolf attacks Charles. Charles gets the upper hand and is about to kill him when Eliza stops him. Margo comes back from the car and hurls the propane tank inside, hitting Antonia in the head and giving them time to escape the house before the propane explodes. Liam abandons blocking the tunnel and the all run out before the house goes up in flames and Antonia comes out horribly injured but still a threat. Margo uses a shovel to hit her in the neck and Eliza takes revenge for Molly by decapitating her. The other wolf escaped upstairs and jumps out the window. Margo goes to try help him and partially transformed, the other wolf bites her. The other wolf is about to attack Charles, Eliza, and Liam when Christina comes out of the woods and tears the other wolf’s throat out.
Charles faces the wolf down. He tells the wolf he knows it is aware and sentient and reminds the wolf that if it kills them then Christina will hurt it or even kill herself in revenge. The wolf decides to leave them alive and goes into the forest.
Charles, Eliza, Liam, and Margo drive to the emergency room in Hartford. Margo and Eliza go into surgery, Liam is taken into custody, Ellie has not turned up. The town has been destroyed by a combination of sink holes and the fire. Charles calls Mark, who took Eliza to get her animals out of danger. Charles sits alone in the waiting room, exhausted and injured. Then sometime in the morning, Christina shuffles in through the door and he is so tired it takes him some time to realize she is there, until she takes his hand.
 Ellie Quinn is alive, having hiked down the mountain and to a main road. She encounters Thomas Rook who was the one who kidnapped her, he tells her that her mother is dead. She reveals that Antonia’s powers have been transferred to her and uses it to hurt him, but not kill him. She takes his sunglasses and hitches a ride with a trucker to somewhere far away.
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