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Dedication



For my Father  






Attunement




As soon as I closed my eyes the self conscious feeling evaporated. I mean, who cared if the crowd mocked me when I couldn’t even see them, right? It had been a pretty lousy trip to be honest, and I was ready to relax long before the stranger’s words suggested I do just that. I stuffed the embarrassment right into a side pocket and let the crazy lady’s voice take the lead.  

“Breathe,” she said. “Relax please.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I might have been surrounded, but there in the dark, in my head, I was all alone. My body sagged against her portable, hopefully sanitary, massage chair, and I decided maybe the trip hadn’t been such a bust after all. In fact, I felt better already. I felt floaty and loose and, as far as I could tell, she hadn’t even touched me yet. Her hands waved awfully close to my body, but so far, no touching. 

She moved around me, stood to one side, and I felt the heat of proximity, the briefest sense of movement before I started drifting off. Sleep. I could sleep here while she did her freaky healy thing and no one would be the wiser. My mind already dimmed the lights a little in anticipation. Darker, it suggested. Darker would be good now. Sleep would feel so good now. 



[image: image-placeholder]I slumbered in darkness and I woke there as well. The shock of it, of living suddenly—even if it was inside an infinite field of black—made me hesitate.  I almost drifted away again, but something prodded me. It spoke sweetly and urged me to move and to see. 

But there was nothing. 

Even as I thought it, color exploded against the emptiness. Light engaged the color and set it all dancing. I heard the song for the first time, and yet, I remembered it.  I knew the shapes and the movements and my whole self longed to join in. 

Dragon. 

They sang to me, specifically. Dragon, dragon. I twisted once, twice. I rose in a shower of sparks and light. Dragon, come and dance beside us. I stretched and streaked into the void. The colors blossomed behind me now, as if I’d overshot them. I turned and tried again, gentler, just a tiny twirl.

I faced the blackness, only. 

Again and again, I tried to join them. I wanted to dance. I needed to respond to that music, but every movement left me alone. Always, I found the colors behind me, the singing in the distance. I was…adrift. Drifting. That was it. I was adrift! I had no anchor. 

Adrift. Dragon. 

Light flowed from my own self. It rushed out in that knowledge and I was swept away in it. Up, up it carried me like a fountain, a twist of blue without an anchor. A cloud, a wafting of consciousness in need of harbor. In need of an anchor. 

Up, a sweep of blue, up and away. 







Got Wheat?




The black cat crossed my path on purpose. I scowled down at it. Would it still count as bad luck if the beast was just messing with me? Amber eyes blinked up from the sidewalk. The kitty had been lounging beside the car in the next parking space, but when I tried to open my door it had stood, sauntered directly into my path and laid down there instead. Did it count if kitty wore a cutesy red bandanna and matching harness? 

“Are you coming, Karin?” Steph already stood outside the driver’s door. She’d managed to leave the vehicle without supernatural interference, and now she leaned back in through the window, her auburn hair glinting in the last rays of August sunshine. Her round face crinkled into a grimace. “I have to pee.”

“Go ahead. I’ll catch up.” I watched my roommate bound away and cringed. I had to go too. We’d been in the car for over an hour and I’d polished off my water bottle a few miles back. Outside my window, the cat yawned, exposing needle teeth and a scratchy pink tongue. “Hey there, kitty.” 

I pulled the lever on the van’s door and pushed the panel as far as I could without bumping the stupid cat. It yawned again then blinked and stared. Ridiculous. A cat on a leash had trapped me in the car at the only rest stop for another twenty minutes easy. I’d never make it that far. Too much water and road behind me. I sighed and made a soft hissing noise through the opening. 

The cat didn’t budge, but the sound got its owner’s attention. A skinny redhead wearing yoga pants held the other end of the cat’s leash. She stood as far away as possible, chatting with the man in the car on the far side of her Volvo. When I hissed, she turned my way and the flat crystal around her neck sparkled. 

We’d probably been at the same event. Everything about the cat’s owner looked like she’d fit in at a psychic fair far better than I had. This was my punishment for going, sitting here until my bladder exploded while psychic kitty and his mommy held me hostage. The woman smiled at me, then dropped her eyes to the sidewalk and frowned, tugging the cat’s leash gently and making a similar noise to tempt His Majesty away from Steph’s mini-van. 

The black coat shimmered when he finally stood up. He wasn’t finished torturing me, though. His spine curved and he reached out for a nice long stretch, staring at me with his huge eyes and laughing his internal, kitty laugh while I fidgeted against the seat. At last, when he’d tired of my torment, he turned and walked as slowly as possible away from my door. 

I popped out of the vehicle like a cork and sidled between the van and the woman’s Volvo. A second black cat stared out from the front seat. This one wore a pink collar and a tiny, feminine bow around her neck. Unbelievable. We’d stopped at the rest area version of the Twilight Zone in the middle of Washington State. Somehow, the Seattle psychic fair had knocked us through a metaphysical vortex and the weirdness had tried to follow me home.   

I crossed the lot to the building just as Steph came back out of the door marked with a white-skirted silhouette. Steph would love the cats. She’d love them too much, read too much into them. I jogged over to intercept her before she could discover the oddity. 

“I thought you had to go?” Steph’s eyes narrowed. 

“I do. Can you get me a coffee?” 

“Really? Won’t it just make us have to stop again?”

“Yeah, but they always have good cookies at these things.” 

“Coffee and a cookie?” 

“Yup. I’ll be right out.” I bolted for the potty. Fetching snacks should keep her away from the weirdo cat lady long enough for me to pee, and they did have great cookies at rest areas. I should have specified the white chocolate macadamia nut, but my bladder wasn’t waiting long enough for me to clarify. Steph would probably bring me oatmeal. 

The bathrooms hid behind a free standing wall that boasted a relief map of the state. Plastic holders sprouted brochures below it, all advertising things that happened on the Western side of the Cascades, on the cool side. The opposite side from where we lived. 

I dashed into the bathrooms imagining a brochure for Cheney. We got wheat? Didn’t sound like a big selling point. They’d be rushing to our side for that, sure. 

By the time I’d finished, Steph had her hands full. She’d snagged two cups of coffee and two cookies each. Oatmeal. See how my life goes? I took my poison and carried it back toward the van. At least the Volvo was gone. At least His Majesty black cat had moved his ass before I peed my pants. You see, I really am an optimist at heart. 

Steph walked right past the van, though. A little strip of grass ran along this side of the parking lot, probably where people let their dogs crap, but Steph trudged up the little hill to the biggest chain link fence I’d ever cared to notice. 

She turned around to face me, leaned her back against the wire wall and sipped her coffee as if she expected me to follow. Beyond the fence a forest of leggy pine trees started. The sun had already worked its way too close to the horizon for hanging out at the edge of the woods in my book. Steph was stubborn though. She’d probably linger there until I joined her. If we waited long enough, I might get to pee again anyway. Always a silver lining. 

“It’s for the elk.” She waved a cookie at the top of the fence. “So they don’t jump into the highway.”

I grunted and worked my way through the doggie mines and up the miniature hillside. It had to have been for giant elk, if you asked me. She didn’t, but that fence had to be twice as high as an elk could jump. I eyeballed it once I’d reached the summit. Nibbling on the rim of an oatmeal flavored travesty, I imagined the beast that could best this fence. Super elk, able to leap whole rest stops in a single bound. 

“I’m sorry you didn’t enjoy the fair.” Steph stared at me. She had those huge, cowy eyes that they put on photo-shopped pets to make them look extra touching. 

“Sure I did.” I lied. What choice did I have in the face of her arsenal of cute and pouty? “It was really interesting.” 

It had been like a circus for insane people. 

“I thought you might enjoy the Reiki.” Her eyes lit up. I mean it. Maybe it was the sun going down behind me and maybe it was just my imagination, but her big, pleading eyes glowed at me and she nodded encouragement. 

“I did, yeah. The Reiki rocked.”

“The attunement’s usually cost a lot more.” She’d tried to sell me on the bargain value theory all the way to the fair. Any way she twisted it I was still out forty bucks and the thirty minutes I’d spent in a biohazard of a chair while some Californian, New Age, single mother had waved her hands at me. I had managed to nod off, despite the crowd of spectators. A forty dollar nap. What a deal. 

“I can still feel it,” Steph asserted. I think then she might have been trying to convince herself. She couldn’t afford the cash outlay any more than I could, maybe even less. I had the work study gig at least. 

For my forty bucks I hadn’t felt much of anything. Well, not counting a crick in my spine from sitting so long and more than one twinge of embarrassment. I nodded anyway, because happy Steph would make the rest of the drive go by faster. 

I sipped the coffee and stared into the woods. Almost dark now, and spooky. The trees on the far side of I-90 blocked the sunset, only let a glow through now. At least we were on the East side. The air still held the heat of the day. Seattle had rained on us. In August. No points for the cool side there. 

We’ve got Wheat. 

I stared down an invisible super elk and chuckled. Psychic fair, what had I been thinking? I’d stood out like a sore thumb, like an uptight jewelry artist from Chicago in a crowd of hippies. Which is what I was, of course, at least before I’d bolted here to hide amidst the wheat. 

“I think I’m good,” Steph said. She sounded chipper again, must have convinced herself the Reiki was working. “Let’s hit the road.”

“Sure.” I hadn’t drunk enough of the coffee to warrant another trip to the can, but we still had Ellensburg coming up if I needed a pit stop. Steph headed back down to the van, and I meant to follow right behind her. I meant to, but something in the woods caught my attention. 

I leaned my forehead into the wire barrier and squinted at the spaces between the pines. Something big moved out there. Really big. I might have revisited my giant elk theory then and there except this thing was blue. Yeah, I know. Lost my mind at the psychic fair. Too many waves of the reiki chick’s hand, whatever. I thought so too. I’d convinced myself in fact, just as thoroughly as Steph had convinced herself that she could feel the reiki. 

Except this thing twisting through the woods like a big, blue figment of my imagination didn’t care if I believed in it. It kept on moving, even after I’d decided it didn’t exist. 

I stumbled a step away and looked at that fence again. Not big enough, it turned out. Not nearly. Steph would have reached the van by now, even if she’d dodged the doggy doo. If someone was getting eaten, it was going to be me. Bad luck, in turned out. Thank you, Mister Kitty. 

It took all the disbelief I could muster to turn my back on those woods, let me tell you. I spun around and tried to run for the car without looking like I was running. You know, cool as a cucumber, dodging the dog shit and still making it to the van without getting devoured by my hallucination.

I felt pretty good about my success too, until I slid into the passenger seat and saw Steph’s face. 

“What was that about?” 

“Nothing. What?” I tried to pull off cool again, but I’d stepped in it during my flight and had to open the door again to clean off my shoe. I eyed the fence, but no giant, blue demon had torn through it to get at me. What do you know, the thing worked. 

“You were running,” Steph said. 

“Just felt like a jog.”

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

I waited for it. She might have been going for literal there. When she didn’t press me, I finished with my shoe and closed the door again. 

“You dropped your coffee.”

“Really?” I eyed the grass guiltily. Sure enough, my paper cup still lay beside the big fence. You could see the white all the way from the car, from the nice, warm, safe car. “It must have slipped.”

“Are you going to go get it?”

“Not really. No.”

“Do you think the paper is bio-degradable?” She eyed the cup too, and the fence, and the very dark woods behind it. 

“Yeah. Sure it is.” 

“What was out there?” 

Crap. I didn’t need her latching onto my crazy too.  I shrugged and shook my head. 

“Maybe it was an elk?” 

“Yeah!” For all her loony beliefs, she could be a genius at times. Of course it was an elk. I should have thought of that first. A big, twisty blue elk. “I heard an elk. Big. Scared me a bit, huh?”

“Your face.” Steph giggled and turned over the engine. “You should have seen yourself.”

“Pretty funny.” Except, I noted neither one of us were rushing to fetch the coffee cup either. “Phew. I stepped in dog shit.”

That really got her giggling. Her shoulders bounced as she backed us out of the spot. 

“You’re laughing now,” I said. “But wait till you see the bottom of your car outside my door here.”

“Stop.” She thought I was joking. I told you she was cute. “You’ll make me drive off the road.”

This got us both giggling, I admit. So did the way she pretended to swerve in a serpentine down the little single lane, rest stop exit. The sun had all but vanished behind the trees, but a little light poked through here and there at a clear spot. I-90 curved away toward Ellensburg, and Steph steadied her wheel long before we rolled out to merge with the eastbound traffic. 

The huge semi truck in the other lane really appreciated that, I’m sure. I know I did. Steph’s a good driver. She’s not just a, good enough I’ll get in a car with her, driver. She’s good enough I’ll take a nap while she’s behind the wheel. I can’t say that about many people. Definitely not my mom or my brothers, though I’d left them back in Chicago and hadn’t been in a car with any of them in five years. 

My dad could drive me anywhere and I’d sleep like a baby, but dad hadn’t been around for ten years. 

So I thought about nodding off for the next hour. I’d dropped the coffee and offloaded enough of the water to guarantee I wouldn’t have to stop in Ellensburg, and the stretch from there to Cheney involved way too much of nothing to be interesting. 

Wheat again.

I’d almost convinced myself to try sleeping when Steph piped in. Her voice squeaks a bit when she’s nervous, so I knew it was serious when the first syllable twanged down my spine.

“Karin, look at that.”

I might have played like I’d been about to drift off. I’m kind of an asshole, I know, but it had been a long weekend of “Karin, look at that.” I looked up a little slower than I might have, sure, but the orange glow from the trees had my attention fast enough. First, it was way too bright for pre-evening. Secondly, it was on the wrong side of the road to be sunlight. I blinked, but the spaces between the trees still burned.

“Is it a fire?” 

Okay, maybe she was stating the obvious, but I told you Steph’s a good driver. Her eyes were glued to our lane. Exactly where they should have been. 

“Looks like it.” I yawned. Forest fires happened in the Cascades in August. At that point I just hoped they hadn’t had to block the road ahead. A detour meant back to the wet side and a long drive north to Steven’s Pass that would put us home sometime tomorrow instead of the wee hours of tonight. I hate going backwards anyway, hate the feeling of losing ground. 

“Scary.” Steph sounded rattled though. I even caught her glancing toward the trees. So much for napping. 

“It’ll be fine. They get these all the time up here.”

“Sure.” She looked to the side again. Took her eyes right off the road and stared into the orangey trees. “Can you see any flames?”

“Nope. I’ll watch for them.” 

It worked for a second. She got her eyes back on the pavement and I took over casting nervous glances to the sidelines. The flames were far enough away that I considered napping again. I stifled the second yawn though and double checked on Steph. All eyes forward and appropriately focused. I glanced back to the trees. No immediate danger, but maybe I’d wait till we passed Ellensburg just in case. 

We only had about ten minutes to go. I could get more coffee there, but then I’d have to calculate rest stops again. I debated for a second, checked on the fire, checked on Steph, and decided to go for the nap just about the time an elk dropped out of the sky. 

Super elk. I told you.

A normal elk would have jumped in front of the car. It might have seemed like it fell from the sky, but not really, not like this. Not like, actually falling from the sky and landing on its back in the road, thrashing and kicking for all it was worth. This was super elk. I was psychic after all. 

Steph swerved to avoid it. I know you’re not supposed to. I’m sure she did too, but when a huge hoofed animal drops from the sky in front of your car, you tend to forget about things you’ve learned in Driver’s Ed. You tend to panic, to act on reflex. My reflexes agreed with hers. They didn’t want to hit that elk either. 

I heard her stomp on the brakes. They squealed and the car shuddered and spun sideways. Okay, swerving at that speed isn’t a good idea after all. Our reflexes didn’t evolve with highway driving in mind. Steph started screaming about the same time I saw the trees roll by. Except it had to be us rolling, right? 

I remember the trees, backlit with orange glow. They blurred outside the window while Steph chanted “oh god, oh god, oh god” just like the night she’d brought home her lab partner and I’d had to leave the apartment or risk a self-inflicted lobotomy. 

We must have spun in both directions, because I saw the elk again. It streaked by about the time I started to scream too. All of which happened, from elk meteor to screaming, in about half of a second. I didn’t have time to realize I was about to die, but scared didn’t begin to cover it either.

The trees rushed by again, and this time, I saw flames.  They didn’t burn the trees though. They shot between them like a stream, horizontal, if someone spinning in several directions at once could be trusted to judge trajectory. Maybe not, but I saw flames shooting in a line. I saw a big, blue twist of something flash by once, twice. Blue. It filled up the view, swirled all around the car like a scaly airbag, but the impact still knocked me into darkness. 









Doc Birch




So, I wasn’t completely sure I’d died, but the idea was definitely on the table. I knew we’d crashed. I was pretty sure I’d lost my mind right before the car exploded. Also, I was presently having some kind of weird afterlife acid trip. If I wasn’t dead, then the oatmeal cookies just might have been drugged. LSD laced cookies. Those volunteers at the rest stop had always seemed a little bit off.  

I’d never done drugs before, or died for that matter. So I didn’t have a lot to go on. I’m pretty sure the out of body part would work for either scenario. The colors made me lean a bit toward the drugs theory, even though the situational evidence probably suggested death. I’d died. My mind was just looking for better alternatives. 

Come on, who could blame me?

What I actually saw looked like a Spiro-graph on steroids. My mom had an old version of the game buried in the hall coat closet. I remembered her digging it out one Christmas so we could all experience the delight of thin plastic geometrics with holes that were too damn small for modern ball point pens. Anyway, the squirrely, geometric squiggles we’d managed to spin out would have resembled the light show going on around me now if they’d been layered on top of one another in 3-d rainbows with a couple of crop circles thrown in for extra, eye-popping fun. 

It should have made me dizzy, but then, maybe dead or high people didn’t suffer that particular malady. I just hung there without any sort of body and watched the colors twist and vibrate and merge in and out of one another as if it were the most fascinating thing in the universe.

Or maybe it is the universe.

Hello? Dead or high I could adjust to, but hearing voices definitely pushed my limits. I tried to ignore it and enjoy the show. The foggy bits of color in between the Spiro-graph designs really did look a bit like nebulae. If I focused, I could almost see stars inside.

Not stars, souls. 

“Shh. I’m trying to be dead, here.”

You’re not remotely dead. 

“Acid-laced cookies?” I knew it.

No. 

“Black-cat induced bad luck?”

No.

“Aliens?”

Souls.

“It was that Reiki attunement, wasn’t it?” Just in case Steph had really felt something.

Perhaps you should just watch. 

Success. If anyone could get the voices in their head to shut up, it was me.  Not many people can out talk their own insanity. Mine stopped talking, however, and I tried to pretend it had never spoken in the first place. Though, the idea was there now, wasn’t it? The voice had planted little seeds in my head and now the stars looked like souls and there didn’t seem to be anything I could do about it. 

For one thing, they started dancing. I kind of dug that, the idea of stars dancing through my acid trip. Souls or not, the dancing made sense somehow, and as if on cue, the music started. Sort of backwards, if you asked me, dancing and then music, but I was dead or high and not really feeling like an argument. The howling tones vibrated the strings of my Spiro-graphs even more. They swelled and echoed off the nebulae, and the soul stars danced so wildly that I thought what the hell, and joined in. 

Might as well make the most of it. 

Not having a body at the moment sort of tripped me up at first, but I got the hang of it. The music pulled on whatever I did have, and I just kind of relaxed and let it move me along. It felt like dancing anyway, like the kind of dancing you do when the song is just right and you’ve been dying to get out and loosen up because work is obnoxious and the guy you like just wandered into a corner with some blonde and it’s time to just say fuck it and cut loose. It was that kind of dancing. Wild, liberated, let everything else go and just move, kind of dancing. 

But really I think I was probably just vibrating like the rest of the lights. Still, whatever I was doing felt good. It also got the other souls’ attention. A few of them drifted my way. Shit. Could you cuss in the afterlife? Too late to worry about that now. Half a dozen stars danced in my direction. The only real reference point is size when the whole universe is wiggling around you, but these six got bigger and I had to assume that meant they were heading my way. 

Maybe it was the euphoria, but I wiggled myself at them even more. Not having a body to injure goes a long way toward beefing up your bravado, it turns out. I not only danced for them, I spun around a little too, practiced my nebula twist and shimmy. 

What are you doing?

“Are you still hanging around?”

You seem to be suffering from some malady.

“I’m getting my psychic groove on.”

Is that what you call it? I feared you were actually dying for a moment.

My insanity, not surprisingly, is a smart ass too. I ignored it and vibrated what might have been my hip region if I’d still been in a body in time to the harmonic convergence suite. The stars floated in a circle around me now, and that made me think of high school dances. I toned down my shimmy just a touch.  

One of the other souls twinkled at me. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have called it familiar. At least, there was something friendly about that particular light. I blinked back, feeling a bit like a psychic flirt, and it swept forward, growing brighter and nearer until it pretty much blocked out the rest of the trip. This felt familiar too, and the light inside that particular star took on a very distinct quality. It had a flavor, a tone and a texture even though there really was nothing physical about it. 

I couldn’t help but reach for it. My light flared too, in the absence of arms, and our combined brilliance really did overwhelm the colors, lines and even the music outside our two stars. I couldn’t have told you what that meant, or why, but I was feeling more than a little bit excited about the prospect of what was about to happen. Giddy even, I twinkled and stretched toward the other light as if I knew what was coming. Whatever that was, I wanted it, more than I’d ever wanted a white chocolate macadamia nut cookie. More than I’d ever wanted anything. 

So it wasn’t much of a surprise when I woke the hell up.

Not kidding. Right then, just when I’d gotten my death acid trip groove on, my eyes fluttered open and I found myself staring up at a pair of hands. My first thought was that crazy Reiki lady had found me. Actually, that’s a lie. My first thought involved a lot more cursing. My second thought was for the Reiki theory, and I tossed it away just as quickly. The palms hovering over my face didn’t belong to a chick. Not a chance. 

The hands were broad and square, and the skin was rougher than a woman’s. These hands had seen work, though they boasted long, elegant fingers—artist fingers. And I should know. While I admired the fingers, the hands drifted apart to reveal a man’s face. I’d never seen him before, and the shock of that, of a stranger staring down at me sort of released all the pent up terror that I should have been experiencing all along. 

Elks falling from the sky, big blue, the astral dance club. The way I see it, I had a panic attack coming. I’d earned it. 

Not that he looked particularly scary. In fact, he kind of looked like a doctor, if a bit too lovely. His hair had gray streaks throughout, though you could still see a lot of brown. He had soft eyes, though, and not enough age around them for the amount of gray. I’d have put him around thirty tops. Not too much older than me, and cute, in a manageable, non-threatening sort of way. His smile was both warm and reassuring. Definitely a doctor. Good. Doctor meant hospital right? It meant I’d probably survived the car accident. 

Accident. I shoved that image aside and tried to get a grip on the moment first.   I focused on the alive part. I still breathed. Someone had found us. Someone had brought in doctor handsome, brought Steph and I to a hospital. Everything was going to be okay. 

When he leaned back, however, I had to rearrange that theory. Hospitals had a lot more white than I was seeing in this place. They usually didn’t have huge, log beams overhead. I’d yet to see one with a severed elk head mounted on the wall either. I frowned, and he tilted his head to one side. Did ski lodges employ Doctors these days? I wouldn’t know. Skiing was on my list of things I could happily die without doing. My anti-bucket list. Skiing. No thank you. The dead elk décor only proved I’d made the correct decision there. 

My heart thought about that panic attack again. It skipped a few beats and started a whole, trembling chain reaction. I tried to sit up, but the Doctor’s hands settled on my shoulders. He shook his head almost imperceptibly. He wore his hair back in a pony tail, and under his white coat, a tie dyed t-shirt suggested I “question reality.” Not a bad idea, all things considered. 

“She’s awake?” 

I lay back down and twisted my head to the side. I didn’t recognize the voice, or the man who stepped forward to stand under the elk head. The situation was starting to freak me out. You were supposed wake up from car accidents in proper hospital rooms. You woke up with nurses, doctors and family members, not total strangers and decapitated animals. 

“Who the fuck are you?” I thought it was pretty succinct, considering, but the new guy scowled at me. “Where the hell am I?”

That was better. He frowned at the doctor that time. “Birch?” 

“She’s been through quite a bit, Cade. Now probably isn’t the time.” 

“Can I talk to you for a second?” The new guy had an attitude. Not surprising. He looked like a movie star, and I’d never quite trusted anyone that pretty. 

The doctor, or Birch, ignored him long enough to look at me and roll his eyes. Points for him. He still had his hands on my shoulders, but his touch was light enough that I didn’t feel threatened by it. 

“You’ll lie still?” He tilted his head and gave me a suspicious look, over exaggerated enough to make me smile. 

“Yeah.” My body ached anyway. Just trying to sit up had left my muscles a bit like jelly. I hadn’t quite made it through unscathed, apparently. Parts of my face stung as well—scratches, bruises too most likely, but from what I could tell I hadn’t needed any major repairs. 

He got up and walked away and I took the opportunity to check myself over. No casts or wrappings. Just a thick quilt with some kind of moose pattern and red checks on it. Maybe it wasn’t a ski lodge, but it most definitely wasn’t a hospital. I could see the wall now. Log cabin, high rafters, hunting theme.  I had my underwear and bra on. That stopped me. 

The doctor would have done that, and the idea of Birch doing the undressing almost made me wish I'd been awake for that bit. At least they had a doctor here. I couldn't quite work out why though, and that had me more bothered than my state of undress. If they’d moved me from the accident site, why didn’t they take me to a hospital? Even if the doctor had been first on the scene, he’d have called for an ambulance wouldn’t he? For that matter, where were the nurses, the cops, the machines, and medicines? Antibiotics? Painkillers? Had they even called my family? What about Steph’s?

Where the hell was Steph?

The panic took over. I started to shake everywhere, really shake. My muscles rattled and twitched until the quilt slipped from my legs. I couldn’t snatch it, my jaw had clenched against the tremors. I did manage to wrench my head up enough to look, to make sure I wasn’t overly exposed. My right thigh sported a nice purple streak. I had tiny cuts along the top of my leg too. 

I needed medical attention. My leg wasn’t broken, sure, but I looked like Frankenstein’s monster. How had Steph fared?

“Steph!” My voice came out like a rattle too. I swallowed cold air and tried again, louder. “STEPH!”

Fire swirled through my chest. The air didn’t rush back in as fast as it had left. I was hurt, damn it, too much to be lying on some hunter’s futon. Maybe Steph had made it to a hospital. Maybe, and maybe these freaks had already harvested her organs and sold them on the black market. 

The doctor rushed back to my side. He tried to hold me still, but I struggled against him. “Easy,” he spoke low and level, like a chant. “Easy, it’s all right. There you go.” 

“Where’s Steph?”

“Easy. Just relax.” 

I shook my head at him, but I didn’t have any more fight in me. I didn’t have much air either, and I hurt more than a little from all the moving. I pushed against him a moment longer, held out for another second. 

“There you go.” His hands didn’t feel like a killer’s. If they were, what was I going to do about it anyway? That was about as much moving as I had in me, and it hadn’t even gotten me off the couch. “It’s going to be all right,” he said. 

“Where’s my friend?”  It came out like a sob. Even I could hear that.

“You need to rest.” His eyes darkened. Soft eyes, and open—I doubt he could hide much with those eyes. I saw what he didn’t want to tell me right away. 

“Steph?” I was already crying long before he shook his head. Yeah, I could see it right through that look. Steph was dead. Those eyes couldn’t hide a thing. 
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