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Prologue

	Meridian’s Line

	The cold surface of the carpet presses up against my cheek. Soft, misty tendrils emerge from my mouth, reaching out for the moonbeams that stream in from the window above. The world is blurry, shifting from side to side in a warped haze of nausea.

	The cold ripples through me, etching its way into my skin like tiny, tingling claws. I groan. The sound bellows tenfold in my head. The world blurs further. I blink. There are no thoughts. No memories. Something should have surfaced by now, but the more I try to think, the more I hit a flat wall. Everything’s swirling and I feel as sick as the bowels of hell.

	Instinct takes over and I sit up, only to be greeted by stabbing needles of pain all over my body. To make matters worse, my mind stays blank. I can’t retreat into its sanctuary for protection. There are only questions, not answers. Or at least there would be, if the demands of these bleak waking horrors weren’t sucking so much out of me. I can’t penetrate my mind, my body’s in agony, and what lies beyond both of them is far worse. 

	The night makes it hard to see what’s around me, even more so as my vision twists sickeningly at the end of a long narrow tunnel. It’s like I’m a speck of dust flitting around in a storm, desperately looking for something stable to latch onto. I turn my head. The world swirls and takes a few moments to solidify. I turn my head the other way. Same thing happens.

	The tree branch outside scrapes against the windowpane. The noise stabs into my brain like a steel blade. The rain doesn’t help either. Every drop that lands may as well be a gunshot. Even the shadows on the walls look like dancing, mocking hobgoblins. 

	I put a hand to my temple and wince. My heartbeats are like pounding drums. The breaths I take may as well be gusts of wind sweeping through a chasm, with the opening of my mouth as the entrance to its vast expanse.

	My hand presses into the floor. 

	Squelch!

	I raise it, peering at my fingers. 

	Blood. Stinking, red, thick, sticky, blood. 

	My stomach heaves. I scramble backwards, hitting the wall behind me with a nauseating thump. Reality kicks in. My tunnel vision vanishes, the world sharpens, and my eyes adjust as the haziness clears, if only a little. 

	Masses of paper are scattered over the floor, many covered in the blood on my hand. My face too. I feel it on my cheeks.

	I look around. Things aren’t swirling as much now. That’s easing off. My hearing softens, thank god, but it’s still impossible to remember anything. I glance at the bloody papers. They’re all in piles. Some handwritten, some typed. I shift a bit. It’s not easy. My body’s heavy and my legs are limp. I try moving one of them. 

	Squeak!

	It hits a chair wheel, then … 

	Thud! 

	A heavy shape plummets from the seat, hitting the floor with a sickening squelch. 

	A body. 

	With the large handle of a hunting knife smacked deep in its rib cage.

	I recoil, scrambling over the floor, sliding over the blood, papers and chaos, making for the nearby door. Finally, I reach the doorknob, pulling hard.

	Locked.

	I should be terrified, but no. Just the opposite. I’m furious. Ready to kill. This is a setup. Whoever’s done this to me’ll end up like the body. Splattered to hell. I swear it. Nobody does this to me. All I want, what I truly want, is to grab the knife from the body and turn the killer’s face into a screaming, ugly–

	I stop dead, horrified. Is this who I am? What I am? Did I do this? All of this? Is everything here tonight because of me? The only thing that feels real is my growing tsunami of anger that’s welling up into a volcanic rage, igniting into–

	No! I can’t rely on this hate. There’s got to be other options. Alternatives. Always.

	Somewhere, deep down, through all the blood, chaos and terror, something much lighter tingles in me. It’s faint, shallow, and very real. I know it won’t be for long. Like everything else around here, it’ll soon be swamped by darkness.

	I pull on the door again, and then again.

	No luck. No sign of any key either.

	I hit the light switch. No response. I try again. It’s as dead as the body on the ground.

	I know this is someone’s game. This isn’t me. None of it is. It can’t be. 

	Or can it? 

	What am I? Who am I? Where am I? What the hell’s going on? I desperately search my mind for answers. There’s still nothing.

	I blink and compose myself. There’s only one thing to do. I might be a killer, I might be a victim, I don’t know, but this can’t go on. Someone, either good or bad, will come for me soon. In the meantime, there’s only one thing to do. Get answers. 

	I look around. The sight sickens me. I slowly control my breathing and things settle, if only slightly.

	I’m in an office. The office of a writer, it seems. Lying on the floor appear to be rough drafts of their work. Some papers are very basic. Handwritten notes, possibly to be typed up. Other papers, which have been printed out, are filled with scribbles, clearly for further corrections.

	A large painting’s propped up against the wall at the back of the room. One of a middle-aged woman in the nineteenth century. She sits on a rock with a long pale leg protruding from her skirt. The picture sits, surrounded by papers littered with scattered blood specks.

	I look up. A large mahogany desk’s nearby. A desk lamp’s on it, along with a metal fan with blades to match. What stands out most, is a heavy granite plaque between them. I can just make out in the moonbeams. Sam Silver.

	I frown. There’s an inkling in my brain. An undercurrent. The name’s familiar. I reach for the memory. Nothing surfaces. It makes me angry, like a starving beast who’s had its dinner snatched away. My irritation grows, welling with ever-increasing fury. I need answers, I need them now, and if I don’t get them, someone’ll pay. Someone’ll–

	I suddenly stop. Amidst all the hate, rage, fear and panic, I see a third option. It’s faint, yet clear. Another way out. A way of reason and logic. Of getting answers, rather than reacting. I have no idea where this rationale’s coming from, but I better use it fast because I sense it won’t be here for long.

	I am a writer. I know that much. I must be the one who wrote everything lying around here, but am I responsible for the way that corpse ended up? There has to be more to this, there has to. This is a game. A sick game. Maybe if–

	Click!

	Static erupts loudly through the room. It’s coming from a PA system above. It’s soft at first, then sharpens. It’s piercing. Etching into my brain and assaulting my senses, like millions of squirming insects crawling their way into my earlobes to eat out my head from the inside. The static grows louder, intensifying. The light switch doesn’t work, yet the PA system does. Now I understand. This is a set-up. 

	The static becomes deafening. I want to scream, to yell, to rip out the speaker, wherever it is. I curl up on the floor, blocking my ears to shut out the inferno of noise. My eyes close tightly as I struggle to think of something, anything, to get me out of here. 

	A defiant spark rises.

	“Come on,” I whisper, clenching my teeth. “Gimme what you got. Gimme everything!”

	The static ripples through my body.

	“Is that it?” I scowl. “It’s nothing! Are you that scared to show yourself?”

	The static stops abruptly. The silence is deafening and my ears ring sharply.

	“Bite me!”

	The voice is digitised, distorted, and it’s impossible to tell if it’s male or female. The fact that I’ve just had an overture of hell’s greatest hits drilling into my head doesn’t help, nor does my blurred vision.

	The voice continues. “I know you can. You’re more than capable of it.”

	Capable of what, I wonder.

	I look at the body. It almost seems alive in a macabre way. Like it’s talking to me through an ugly spirit. No, that’s not right. Whoever’s behind this is playing games.

	The voice speaks coolly. “We're only at the beginning of your story.”

	I observe the papers on the floor.

	“It’s easy to rip into someone from behind a screen!” I snap, gazing back at the roof. “Why don’t you come out here and talk face to face?”

	“Maybe I’m afraid of what you’ll do to me. It’s in your blood.” 

	I swallow hard, feeling the stickiness on my hands.

	“This isn’t right,” I say grimly.

	“Yet parts of it feel perfect. Don’t they?”

	That much is true. 

	The voice stays as cool as ever. “Why not admit that you carry piercing inner shards that scare you to death? We all have them. Thing is, if you cage up a wild beast for too long and neglect it, it gets hungry.”

	I shift uneasily. No, I reason. Whoever this is, they’re not going to pull my strings. No way. I grip the edge of the desk and hoist myself up. It hurts, big time. 

	“Who are you?” I press. “Why not tell me? Or are you too much of a wimp?”

	To my surprise, the voice relents. “I’m a Meridian.”

	“A Meridian?” I ask, unimpressed.

	“Yes.”

	“What’s that supposed to be?”

	The voice doesn’t answer.

	A world map on the wall catches my gaze. The smear of a bloodied hand goes down it. The contours waver in my vision. Realisation dawns.

	“You’re saying you’re an imaginary line that makes up boundaries?”

	“And boundaries can be shifted,” the voice replies, “depending on where you want to put them.”

	“So you’re not real?”

	“Are you?”

	The world blurs in my perception. I look at my hands. They split into four, then eight, then back into two again.

	“Is any of this?” I wonder.

	The voice likes this.

	“Very good,” it purrs. “Now you understand.”

	I dismiss this. “You’re trying to drive me nuts by making me think I killed this guy and that you’re a voice in my head.”

	“I’m saying,” the voice says calmly, “that boundaries are flexible, and people rarely test them. They like to play it safe. You, on the other hand, are capable of so much more.”

	I look through the window to the moon outside. Its dim glow’s overshadowed by the dark clouds sweeping across it, steadily diminishing its light.

	“So where do we draw the line?” I ask.

	“Perhaps it’s already drawn for you,” the voice answers, “which means you only have to find it. For that, you need to uncover your inner Meridian.”

	My gaze turns to the savaged body on the floor. 

	“And what does the line separate?” I ask softly.

	“If you truly embrace what you are,” the voice states, “you won’t be thinking of boundaries at all.”

	Somewhere in my mind, amidst the dying glow of resistance that’s steadily being crushed under the weight of this place, I hear distant laughter. Mocking cackles that are faint, but growing.

	“And what am I?” I ask.

	“You tell me,” the voice replies.

	I hate that it’s prompting me like this. “All I know is that you’re a sick freak!”

	“Are you talking to me? Or yourself? Aren’t we one and the same?”

	The laughter in my head grows louder. The scraping of the tree branch on the windowpane does too. My fingers curl up in anguish.

	“Good,” the voice whispers, as if reading my thoughts. “Now you’re getting it.”

	“Getting what?” I ask, looking around. “I’m not getting anything here!”

	“Does that mean you’re losing it?”

	“Get stuffed!”

	The voice doesn’t like this. “Wrong way. Repression’s a bad thing. It only makes your inner beast surface with a vengeance.”

	I like that I’ve riled them. “So you’ve got something to do? Do it! Or am I just listening to a churning toilet bowl here?”

	Silence.

	“This is garbage!”

	“Garbage which you’re in the middle of. Look around you.”

	I focus on the papers that are typed out and lying in separate piles.

	“You’re in the middle of a much bigger story,” the voice says. “One that’s being written as we speak.”

	“By who?” I ask.

	“By us.”

	I indicate the papers. “It looks like a story was being written here, but I don’t know if it was by me or the dead guy.”

	“So why not find out?” the voice prompts. “All you have to do is read.”

	My vision blurs again. The voice’s words resonate within me. I have an affinity with writing, that’s easy enough to see. 

	“If you want answers,” the voice says, “then read, and keep reading. You’ll find out who Sam Silver is, who you are, who the body is, and who I am, but there’s a price to pay. Reading isn’t always one-way. You see, what we have here is a two-way relationship. One in which things go back and forth. Surprises can pop up. Unexpectedly.”

	A mocking burst of laughter echoes in my head, care of a vague memory.

	“What if I don’t want to read on?” I ask.

	The response is simple. “Then we both disappear.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	The voice ignores this. “There are six piles of paper near your left leg. All contain stories. You only have to pick each one up and read them. Aloud. Simple really.” 

	“What for?”

	“Because one of them’s true.”

	A jolt of fear goes through me. We’re getting to the crux of things at last.

	“What’s the point of that?” I ask. “Why play guessing games?”

	“You know where to find your answers,” the voice says. “If you want to keep talking, that’s fine by me, but it won’t get either of us anywhere. No one knows you’re here, and you won’t be stumbled upon by accident, I’ll make sure of that. For things to move forward, you have to read each story. Once you’re done, you simply choose the correct one. If you’re right, I’ll open the door and you can leave.”

	“And if I’m wrong?”

	No response.

	I indicate the body on the floor. “Is that what happened to them? Did they pick the wrong one?”

	“The answers are written in blood.”

	I swallow hard. The world swirls again. Maybe the voice is right. Maybe I am insane and in a psychotic episode of an inner horror show I can’t wake up from. For all I know, I might have been in a car accident and am struggling to find my way back into my body. I’ve heard about these things happening.

	I quickly dismiss this. It’s not what’s happening now. I know where my boundaries are, even if this voice, whatever it is, is trying to shift them. 

	I sigh wearily, dreading to think what’ll happen if I walk out the door. There’s no choice but to play on. Standing here talking won’t do any good. I let my legs go and slump to the floor. My hand moves over to a piece of blood-stained paper.

	“So the deal is,” I begin, “I pick the right story and you let me go?” 

	“No,” the voice replies, “you’ll let yourself go. In more ways than one.”

	I shudder. “So one shot to guess the right story?”

	“One shot only,” the voice replies. “Get it wrong and I’ll have to step in, literally, and I get mad when things don’t go my way, as you can see.”

	I don’t need to look at the body to know what this nutcase is talking about.

	“I didn’t ask for any of this.”

	“Nobody asks to be in the story they’re in. It just happens. If you want to make it mean anything, you have to follow it through to the end.” 

	“I only want to wake up from this crap.”

	“You can. A few stories are a touch fantastical, but isn’t that life in general? Reality always shifts when a Meridian comes to play.”

	This is getting too much. “Shut up!”

	“Only if you read on. If the story’s too way out, you can dismiss it. Choose wisely. You may write off a couple of them straight away, but there’s clues in every tale, pointing to the correct one. Don’t cut out the heart of the true story, or you’ll really know the meaning of a heart attack.”

	I relent, defeated, and pick up a sheet of paper stained with blood. The moonglow’s returned, giving me a little light to read. The InCreminators, written by Sam Silver, whoever he is. Could be me, the voice or the dead guy here.

	“Tell me a story,” the voice prompts. “Read loudly. I need to know you’re not skimming.”

	“You just don’t want me getting too far ahead of myself.”

	“A Meridian defines the boundaries.” 

	“I thought there were no boundaries? Story keeps changing, doesn’t it? Maybe you’re as trapped in here as I am.”

	A scowl seethes through the speaker.

	My spark glows again, like I’ve just slapped them across the face.

	The voice’s tone lowers. I can tell it’s annoyed, yet it doesn’t retaliate. Probably ’cause it knows what’s coming, I figure. “I need to hear your tone as you read. I’d love nothing more than to see you become one with the story.” 

	The wind grows from outside.

	“You wanna talk some more?” the voice asks.

	I stare at the paper in my hands. It swirls in my vision. It’ll be a headache to read, especially in this dim light, but there’s no other option.

	“No,” I say. “I’d like to see what’s coming to me.”

	“You know what’ll happen if you don’t,” the voice states. “One way or another, you’ll get a bloody great read.”

	I peer through the bloodied words on the paper, inhale sharply, and begin. 

	 

	 




Chapter One

	The InCreminators

	“So sad, isn’t it?”

	“Terrible, my dear, simply terrible.”

	“Still, it’s better she went the way she did, rather than having a stroke. There was no quality of life left. None whatsoever.”

	“No. None at all.”

	The two voices trail away as the crowd gathers in the shade of a giant tree. A Moreton Bay fig, surrounded by a low stone wall, which people sit on. It doesn’t bring much comfort to anyone from the searing heat of the day. Everyone’s sweltering, even in the shade.

	My formal attire’s stifling. Not only that, everything’s blurry. The glare’s bright and the voices are intense. My mouth’s dry, but it’s nowhere near as bad as the roaring headache I’ve got. The flies are annoying too. I swipe one off my forehead and blink.

	The babble of voices continues.

	“Have you met my Aunty Gwen?”

	“This is Jack. He’s a friend from the bush …”

	“It’s so nice to meet you ...”

	“… I’m in finance now …”

	“Arrgh! The flies are horrible, aren’t they?”

	“You haven’t answered my question.”

	I pinch the top of my nose, shut my eyes, and do my best to block the voices out.

	“I said you haven’t answered my question,” the last voice repeats.

	I open my eyes and look at the elderly lady who sits next to me on the stone wall that surrounds the giant tree. She’s looking at me inquisitively from behind her dark glasses.

	“Sorry?” I ask, in a parched voice.

	“How’s your writing coming along?” she asks, repeating her question.

	I frown, confused. My headache eases off a little, and everything becomes less intense, apart from the heat, that is.

	“Good,” I find myself replying. “It’s going really well.”

	I have no memory of her asking the question.

	She smiles and nods. “You’ll do well, I’m sure. I’ve always had great faith in you, Sam. In fact I– oh hello!” She turns and talks to another woman on the other side of her.

	I look around again. I’m near the admin building of what appears to be a cemetery, with a crowd that’s about to form a funeral procession. No one’s familiar, and I’ve no idea of how I came to be here. All I know is that I’ve just woken up in the middle of this burning day with a massive headache and no memory.

	“Oh look,” says the old lady, “there’s Xavier and Samantha. It’s so nice of them to come, especially on such short notice.”

	She smiles at me.

	I smile back, without a clue as to what she’s on about, but one thing’s clear. This tall, elderly lady in long, white pants and a blue shirt knows me, and is the key to unravelling what the hell’s going on. It’s an effort to fight against the heat and nausea, but I try and overcome it to make conversation. I swish another fly away and say, “God, I hope it cools down soon.”

	“Oh yes,” she agrees with a nod. “I hate the heat. I don’t know what the world’s coming to. We had such a long spell of cold weather, the coldest on record, and then suddenly, this! I’ve never seen anything to like it.”

	My voice grows stronger. “Yes. Still, it’s good of all these people, I mean for everyone, to come.”

	“Oh yes,” she replies, “and it’s such a magnificent turnout. She was a lovely lady.”

	“Hey Sam,” another voice says. There’s a tap on my shoulder. I look up, seeing a much younger woman in a dark dress.

	“How you going?” she asks.

	“Good, thanks,” I find myself replying.

	“I’m so glad you came.” She leans down, hugs me warmly, kisses my cheek and rubs my arm. “I know Sally would appreciate it.”

	Sally? Is this whose funeral I’m at?

	“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” I tell her, without a clue what I mean.

	“But on such a hot day,” she sighs, fanning herself. “It’s a scorcher, isn’t it?”

	The elderly lady leans in and asks me, “Aren’t you going to introduce us, Sam?” She glances at the young woman.

	“Yeah,” I answer. “Sure.” 

	I indicate the older woman to the younger one. “Uh, this is … a very good friend of mine.”

	“Oh, you’re too modest,” the elderly woman laughs, and says to the younger one, “I’m Medina.”

	“Yolanda,” comes the reply. “Were you a friend of Sally’s?”

	“We went back forty years,” Medina answers. “I taught her children at Saint Anne’s.”

	“Really? She was so strong in her beliefs, wasn’t she?”

	“Utterly. Her way was the right way, with no ifs or buts.”

	“And that’s how it should be.”

	“Absolutely.”

	They laugh hollowly, with a creepy undercurrent.

	“Oh!” Medina remarks. “Who’s that?”

	“Who?” Yolanda asks. 

	We all look to the main gate. A man stands in the street, peering in. Their smiles turn to scowls as they glare at him in sheer disdain.

	“Just a passerby,” Yolanda says darkly.

	“Can’t have any outsiders here,” Medina hisses. “It would ruin everything.”

	“Would it?” I blurt out.

	They look at me, aghast.

	I wish I hadn’t spoken.

	“What did you say?” Medina asks, horrified. 

	I struggle to find the words. “I-I was …” 

	“There are jokes, and there are jokes,” the old lady states firmly. “Clearly you and I don’t share the same sense of humour.”

	I swallow hard and think quickly. “I just wanted to make sure that it was friends and family only.”

	“Friends and family only,” she confirms. “Absolutely.”

	“Bloody oath,” Yolanda concurs. “Literally.”

	Medina smiles at this remark. I tense up. It’s a strange thing to say and sounds creepy.

	I look back at the crowd. A pretty woman around my age walks past. She has pale skin, long blonde hair, and a short skirt. Something about her hits me. I know I’ve seen her before. I try to think where. Nothing surfaces. Only strong feelings.

	Yolanda indicates her to the older lady. “Taron’s here. Just in time too.”

	“Only just,” Medina confirms, as if disapproving of her in general.

	A funeral car moves slowly by. A family’s inside. A murmur goes through the crowd and everyone starts moving out of the shade and into the searing heat. 

	“This is it,” Medina says, grabbing her handbag. 

	“Yep,” Yolanda agrees. “Showtime.”

	Both smile happily, like they’re eager for it. 

	A little too eager.

	I stand up and step out of the shade. Slight cloud cover’s helped ease the heat. Not much, but enough to make things a bit more bearable.

	I move with the crowd, heading away from the main building and down a long winding path. Masses of headstones lie on either side. Thanks to those freaky women, I’m cautious about speaking to anyone.

	That leaves no option but to go with things. 

	For now, anyway.

	 

	A few sights and sounds seem familiar. I know I’ve been down this path before. My guts curl with unease. The only comfort I get is from the one girl who stands out in all this madness. Taron. 

	An elderly gentleman and another young lady walk beside me. The man catches my gaze and says, “Good of you to come, lad.” He pats my shoulder.

	“Thanks,” I reply. “Sally would have wanted it.”

	“Oh yes, yes,” he agrees with a nod. “She was a damn fine woman, a damn fine woman.”

	“Definitely. So many good memories.” I pause hesitantly, then ask, “Do you have any favourites?”

	“Funnily enough lad, I only knew her briefly. I’m mainly here to support Zina, my daughter.” He rubs the shoulder of the girl next to him.

	I nod to her. “Hello.”

	She nods back.

	“Sally must have been special to you,” I prompt.

	She shrugs. “I didn’t know her. I only saw her once before she died. In the hospital.”

	This is weird. From both her and her father.

	“She must have made quite an impression on you,” I say.

	“She did,” she replies. “She couldn’t talk much by that stage, but she knew what was coming. It freaked her out, poor thing. She was a lovely lady. Perfect in every way. So full of life right up until the very end. How did you know her?”

	My thoughts race. “She was a friend of the family.”

	The crowd comes to a halt as the funeral car stops before the crematorium.

	“Looks like we’re here,” the old man says.

	Several black-suited men approach the car and raise the boot. The coffin is pulled out and they lift it respectfully onto their shoulders before slowly carrying it into the building.

	I shift into the shade. It’s a relief to get out of the heat. Everyone else struggles to do the same. We’re all in a hurry to get inside, and there’s even slight pushing. Finally, we shuffle into the crematorium, embracing the cool and much-welcomed currents of the air conditioner wafting over us. A few people sigh with relief and wipe the sweat from their foreheads with tissues and handkerchiefs, grateful to be inside.

	Something drops into my jacket pocket. I look down to see a pale hand slip away from it and vanish into the crowd. It’s impossible to see who it belonged to, especially with so many people around. I feel the outside of my pocket. A paper crunch follows. A note, no doubt. I won’t look for the moment. If it’s that much of a secret, then I’ll have to play things carefully.

	The whole sweaty bunch of us are soon inside the building. I let everyone pass as the gentle lulls of Pachelbel’s Canon play softly. 

	The crematorium’s filled with several rows of leather cushioned seats. Up the front is a platform on which the coffin is placed. A press of a button will make it descend into the flames below.

	There’s a couple of doorways in here. An exit sign’s over one. A nibbles and drinks area’s beyond it, clearly for the crowd once the service is over. My view of its cut off as the door closes.

	I move to take a seat.

	A sickening dizzy spell hits me and the world swirls as I put a hand to my head, while placing the other onto a seat’s black leather cushion for support.

	The coffin looks familiar. I can’t recall why, but I’ve seen it before, and know I’m meant to be somewhere else doing something else. I glance at the coffin, then jump as a raging darkness suddenly ignites my very soul. Hate. Unrelenting hate. Savage, furious and ready to blow.

	The girl, Taron, walks by. 

	A sharp pain flashes in my head. I clutch my temples and steady myself. 

	A memory returns.

	 

	I’m running. Running through the graveyard with someone. There’s screaming. Cries and yells, along with the savage barks of fierce dogs. We’re being chased. Chased by–

	 

	“If you’d like to take your seats, please?” 

	The voice comes from a middle-aged woman with short brown hair, standing on a small platform behind a microphone. She’s dressed formally, with the funeral service’s insignia on her lapel.

	The crowd starts to sit. 

	I shake my head sickly, regaining my senses. I blink hard and move to the back of the crowd and, when no one’s looking, I face the side wall, pull the note out, and open it up. 

	Back row, far left. 

	I crumple the note up and look there. The girl, Taron, is seated, looking back at me wide-eyed. What’s more, she’s shaking. 

	I head over and sit next to her. Luckily, the service isn’t packed, and there’s a few empty spots here and there. Strangely, I sense that a couple of people are missing but have no idea how I know this.

	The announcer speaks again. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re having a few technical problems. If you’ll bear with us, we’ll be ready in a moment.”

	The crowd murmurs. I look at the girl. She swallows hard and wraps her hand over mine. 
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