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Chapter 1

 

The scars on her wrists itched, like tiny, sharp beads moved through the white lines in her flesh. Like microbe-sized aliens, digging their way out.

Dawn snorted at that last thought and grinned.

A lot closer to the truth, anyway.

She leaned back against the cab of the truck, half-sheltered from the worst of the slipstream, and watched the highway recede. She tried to ignore the itching, just like she tried to ignore the heavy feeling of a storm that hovered just out of sight, waiting to break. 

A storm today was impossible, despite the certainty itching in her scars and in her gut, waking memories and dreams. The Weather Channel, the local radios and Mr. McGinty's bad knee all predicted glorious weather today. That's why half the staff of Rolling Hills Ranch had left at five a.m. to drive north to Sandusky, to spend their day at Cedar Point. There were only so many days left to summer vacation, and even fewer days left when screaming, spoiled brats weren't running everywhere at the ranch, demanding constant attention. The college and high school students who worked as camp counselors and staff weren't about to waste a single moment of freedom, and the biggest amusement park on the North Coast was the place to get their money's worth.

Dreams about lightning and holes in reality and enormous, silent, silver-eyed black dogs wreathed in electric blue fire weren't about to intrude on Dawn's fun. She refused to allow it.

"Not so bad back here, huh?" Flash shouted against the roar of the wind. He grinned when Dawn shook her head. 

Then, as if to prove that bouncing around in the open bed of the pickup truck didn't bother him at all, he stretched out on his back, crossed his arms under his shaven head, and closed his eyes. His feet brushed the tailgate and if he slid another inch forward he would bang the cab with his head.

The truck-size inner tubes that usually floated in the pond had been brought out to dry last night before bed. Now they were covered with blankets, held down with bungie cords, and made comfortable seating in the bed of the truck. Dawn knew she would appreciate the softness this evening, after a long, hard day of playing. Right now, the constant shifting and bouncing beneath her bottom exaggerated every bump in the Turnpike pavement. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths, praying that twisting sensation in her head and gut wasn't incipient seasickness. Maybe she should have listened to Todd and Bonnie and squeezed into the back compartment of the cab. Or maybe rode in the van with the other ten staffers jammed in there. Even if Tim Cargroe was in the van.

No, riding with that slimy octopus, even with two rows of seats between them, would have definitely made her sick to her stomach. She was better off in the truck, even whipped by the wind.

Blue lightning flashed against a magenta sky in her memory. Dawn clenched her fists. In her mind's eye, the same blue lightning wreathed her wrists, digging into the thin, white lines of scar tissue.

A long, fish-belly-white face and bulbous eyes, so pale they looked silver, intruded into the stormy vision. The mouth opened in a sneer, revealing a black, empty cavern instead of the fangs and forked tongue Dawn expected every time the memory ambushed her.

"Gahlmorag can't find me here," she whispered. She couldn't hear herself above the wailing of the wind that tore at her hair and clothes. Flash definitely couldn't hear her. Feeling the vibration of her voice in her lips helped, though. The sense of something huge and nasty, dripping slime, about to leap on her from the dark...faded.

Dawn opened her eyes and pushed her heavy turquoise and silver bracelets up to look at the thin white lines circling her wrists. Nothing. No sparks. No white flashes of uncontrollable power. No hints that something amazing and world-changing was about to happen.

Her dreams were just dreams. She was sixteen years old, lived in an orphanage in Columbus and worked at Rolling Hills in the stable, and sometimes in the kitchen when they were short-handed. She had no plans, other than to save up money so she wouldn't have to scramble once she was out on her own. Dawn planned to leave the orphanage after she finished her senior year of high school and not wait until her eighteenth birthday before they gently threw her out. What would she do when she was on her own? She had no idea. After six years of being completely alone, she had learned to take things just a step or two at a time, and never look more than a few months down the road. It saved a lot of disappointment and frustration.

She certainly didn't look forward to returning to the orphanage in the fall. When the storms had started last month, she had been so sure it meant the others, her family, her peers, were on the move, gathering together, finding each other. Or were the people she remembered just hallucinations, maybe a few steps down the road to insanity? Had she made up another life, another world, another reality, to block out some hideous past?

Dawn snorted, as she always did when those doubts trickled into her mind. She knew better. She had proof that her dreams and memories were slivers of reality. They had to be. They gave her something to work toward. Her dreams had been of joyous reunions with her cousins. And Stayn.

The days wore on after her hopes awoke with a leap. Storms without rain split the sky with blue lightning, her scars itched and no one came to find her, to gather her up with all the others. Her dreams the last week had shown her Gahlmorag devastating everything around her. Stayn, her childhood friend, was nowhere around and her family lay dead. The hope that had kept her upbeat and active for the last six years felt bruised. 

Worse than being abandoned by her family, or thinking them dead, was the sense she would be alone for the rest of her life. Stayn had promised he would find her before anyone else did, when the journey started and they fled Gahlmorag. In six years he hadn't shown up. Dawn had waited for him, even discouraging the only boy who showed her any interest.

It was silly, she knew, to worry about her approaching seventeenth birthday, dateless and kissless, but there it was. In the grand scheme of things, the fact that she didn't have a boyfriend probably meant as much as a grain of sand in a desert, but it still hurt.

Maybe it was time to give up on Stayn? So what if their parents had betrothed them when she was eight and he was twelve? Home and the ceremony were both long ago and far away.

If Mike Evans asked her to go to the end-of-camp hoedown after the next session, she was going to say yes.

Mike was nineteen. Stayn was twenty. Wherever he had landed when they were sent away to safety, he would have been free to move around and search for two years now. Why hadn't he found her? Maybe he didn't care? Maybe he had never looked, because he liked his freedom. Dawn thought of Stayn deciding not to be saddled with a girl he hadn't seen in six years, and hooking up with someone else. Someone more accessible. Someone who didn't remind him of all the things they had lost when Gahlmorag invaded their world and threatened their lives and freedom and minds.

And really, in a place and culture that was still new after six years, where sometimes she still didn't think she understood the language, would it be that easy to find less than two dozen other lost, abandoned children? Maybe she should be more patient. Maybe she should run away from the orphanage, hit the road, start hunting for herself and stop expecting to be rescued?

The problem was, Dawn was sick and tired of being the adult. She was a Big Sister at the orphanage. She had worked her way up from an assistant in the stable to being in charge of the trouble animals. Everybody always depended on her. When would someone look out for her for a change?

"Something eating at you?" Flash shouted, and thumped Dawn's jean-clad leg to get her attention.

"Boy problems." She managed a smile with her shrug.

"Jerk hasn't contacted you all summer, huh? Serves him right if you came home with somebody else in your pocket." Flash waggled his eyebrows at her and gave her a suggestive leer. "Anytime you're interested, sweet-cheeks..."

Dawn had to laugh. Flash was twenty-eight, so in love with his girlfriend he wore out her picture showing it to everyone. The other staff at the ranch had voted him 'Most Likely to Become a Monk', because of his clean lifestyle. That was why he had been allowed to organize this little trip to Cedar Point for the day; he was trustworthy and would never take advantage of a lonely, frustrated sixteen-year-old.

"That's better. Hey, what're you going to do first when we get there?" He sat up and scooted around so he could lean against the cab and they could talk without shouting over the wind.

"Find me some vinegar fries."

"At nine in the morning?" He made a face and shuddered.

They talked about the rides, the games, the food, the I-Max Theater movie and song-and-dance shows they wanted to catch at the amusement park. Dawn's stomach started to hurt just thinking about all the treats to indulge in. Her wallet would take a year to recover, but what was the use of living if she didn't enjoy herself once in a while?

The cracked sliding window at the back of the cab behind them creaked and screamed as it moved along the dirt-filled track. Bonnie stuck her face in the opening.

"Bathroom break!" she called, and hooked a thumb over her shoulder, toward the turn-off to the Turnpike rest stop. 

The other two cars in the caravan from the ranch honked at them as the truck pulled over. Neither one slowed down to turn off the highway and wait with them. Dawn waved at them as they passed by. They still had plenty of time to get to the amusement park before the gates opened.

The truck rattled and bumped over an obstacle course of potholes and shreds from several blown semi tires. Todd pulled up in front of the long building with restrooms, vending machines, a gift shop and three fast-food restaurants crammed inside. Dawn stood up and hopped over the side. Her stiff back muscles protested the jolt from landing on the concrete.

When she and Bonnie and Megan came out of the bathrooms, there were only two cars in the gas station part of the rest stop, and only one other car pulled up to the curb in front of the building. Todd and Flash stood by the car. The hood was propped up, and the trunk hung open. From the scattered tools on the ground, Dawn guessed the driver had changed the tire and found something else wrong with the car. She felt sorry for him.

"We can give you a ride to the Sandusky exit," Todd said. "Plenty of room in the back. Is that okay with you?" he added, turning to look at Flash and Dawn.

Dawn glanced at the stranded driver once before shrugging. Sandy hair, slightly shaggy; pale gray eyes; the sleek build of a runner; two days' worth of stubble. Nothing felt wrong about him, other than the cuts on his hands, visible through the grease. He didn't make her scars prickle and itch with warning, any more than they had been itching already. If anything, he looked too tired to be a danger.

"Can you help me push my car out back?" the stranger asked, when it was agreed on.

He gestured around the side of the building, to the place where semis and other large vehicles could park for longer stops. A line of trees separated the area from the main parking lot. The lopsided grin he summoned up didn't brighten his face so much as enhance his weary, strained look and darken the shadows under his eyes. 

"I got some buddies who travel this stretch of the Turnpike just as much as I do," he continued. "If they saw my car sitting here while I'm away getting help, I'd never hear the end of it."

"There's a pay phone," Dawn said.

"Already called, but nobody can get out here for two hours." He shrugged. "It's faster if I get there and come back."

His name was Tom and he said he was a courier. Dawn wondered what kind of things he couriered, since he didn't have any bags or boxes or envelopes, either on him or in the car. He took a few things out of his glove compartment and stowed the jack and other tools in the trunk before the three men pushed the car around the side, out of the sight of the slowly growing traffic. Everything he took went into his jeans pockets and the pockets of his heavy, new, dark denim jacket. It was too heavy and warm for this summer day. Dawn could understand why he wouldn't want to leave it behind, but why wear it buttoned up like that? Wasn't he hot?

Dawn and Flash sat in silence after they got back on the road. Tom didn't try to carry on a conversation. Dawn watched him through the dark tangle of her shoulder-length hair, blowing in the wind. He didn't look at either her or Flash, and maybe ten minutes after they returned to the highway, he closed his eyes. A few minutes after that, he slumped down on the inner tubes and blankets and seemed to go to sleep.

"Will you look at that?" Flash nudged Dawn with an elbow, pulling her out of that half-asleep state where everything sounded louder, every rumbling bump of the truck felt deeper. She blinked and looked at him. He pointed up at the sky.

Gray streaked the fluffy white masses of cotton candy that hadn't been there just twenty minutes ago. Dawn shivered, even though the wind tearing at her hair and clothes still felt warm and humid.

"I hope we don't get drowned out of our day off," he continued. "Just goes to show you can't trust the weatherman."

Dawn nodded and glanced at Tom. He looked paler. Maybe the slowly fading sunshine did that to him? Was he asleep? She didn't like the idea of waking him to free up the blankets he was lying on, in case they needed shelter of some kind. Why had they taken the old pickup truck today, anyway, instead of a car? She could have squeezed into the cab.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and sternly commanded her innermost self to calm. The itching in her scars had turned into a buzzing. The memories that sensation triggered were the foundation for the panicky feelings and thoughts racing through her. That was all. There was nothing wrong. Nothing but strange atmospheric antics, irritating her body.

"Hey, buddy?" Flash's yell yanked Dawn out of her mental scolding. She opened her eyes to see him shift onto his knees and crawl a few feet to where Tom lay. He grabbed the man's shoulder to shake him. "We might need to get under the blankets. You want to..." 

Flash glanced at Dawn. Something stern and concerned in his eyes brought her up onto her knees. She watched from her safe distance as he yanked on the brass buttons of Tom's coat, pulling it open.

"Todd!" Dawn pounded on the window of the cab. "We gotta stop! This guy's bleeding all over the place."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Bonnie's wide-eyed, surprised look was all the warning Dawn had before the truck swerved onto the berm and slid to a stop. She hopped out of the truck and hurried around to the end to open the tailgate. By the time Todd got out to come around the back, Flash had Tom's coat open.

His green and white-striped polo shirt glistened dark with blood. It started at his shoulder and went down his chest. Dawn felt slightly less light-headed when she realized that. Chest wounds were tricky, but a shoulder, even one that bled so wetly, wouldn't be so dangerous. Would it?

What did she think she knew about wounds and what the body could handle?

Memories of men stumbling into the stronghold at the base of her father's tower splattered gore and burning stench through her mind. Dawn firmly clamped the images and smells and the childhood terror down into the darkness where she rarely visited.

"Lied to us," Flash said. He reached into Tom's jacket and pulled out a cell phone. Wrapped around it was a sheet of wrinkled, off-white paper, streaked with blood around the edges. He tossed it aside and the freshening wind caught the paper and tumbled it away, across the roadside ditch and into the trees.

"Don't," Tom said with a groan. He reached for the phone with his good arm.

"What kind of trouble are you in?" Todd demanded. Megan leaned against him and wrapped her arm around his waist.

"What kind of trouble are you getting us into?" Flash added. He gestured at Dawn and Bonnie, the youngest members of the group.

"Federal." Tom gave up trying to take back the phone and pushed himself into a sitting position. "I did call for backup. They'll be waiting for us at the exit. Just keep moving and we'll all be fine."

"Man, how could you just let us give you a ride?" Todd said.

"The people after me would have gunned you down anyway, just for talking to me. Your death warrant was signed the moment you offered to help me." He swallowed with difficulty and Dawn suspected from the green-tinged pallor of his face, he fought nausea. "This way, at least my boss knows to look for you and you'll be protected."

"We're in trouble, too? For knowing nothing?" Bonnie squeaked. "People only act like that in the movies."

"People are a lot more reasonable in the movies," Flash said, shaking his head. "What did they do to you?" He gestured at the wound, which didn't seem to be pumping blood, but was still freshly wet enough to glisten in the fading light.

Dawn looked up at the clouds. They were moving in too quickly to be natural. She thought of the movie the staff had watched after the campers were in bed last night. What were the chances there really was a spaceship of some kind, hiding behind those clouds, maybe creating the clouds?

Too close to the truth...

"I did it to myself, getting away." Tom levered himself up so he could look over their shoulders, at the road coming up behind them. "We have to get going."

Dawn heard his unspoken words: The longer we sit here, the sooner they'll catch up with us.

She stayed in the back with Flash and helped him rip open Tom's shirt and try to bandage the wound. The first aid kit from under the front seat, even if it belonged to the ranch, just didn't seem adequate to the challenge. The jagged hole in Tom's shoulder looked like he had fallen on something with a spike on it.

An image of trying to climb over an ornate gate, slipping between the metal spikes, catching a shoulder, flashed through her mind. She swallowed to fight nausea and dug through the kit for tape. It wasn't the pain she sensed, but the desperation that helped a man keep going when someone else would have curled up and hidden in a dark hole.

"Down," Tom said. "Hide."

Dawn looked. A lump rose from the darkening horizon of the highway behind them. In a heartbeat, it resolved into a dirty blue van. Tom got onto his hands and knees and started shoving aside the inner tubes and blankets. Flash fought him, but Dawn understood. The padding in the truck bed wouldn't let them duck down out of sight of whoever was in the van. 

"It's probably doing eighty," she shouted to Tom.

He nodded. They struggled to pull the blankets up. Someone had been clever and taped them down.

A roar burst over them. Dawn looked up, an inner tube in her hands, to see the blue van pulling up alongside them.

Time froze. Dawn stared at the pale-eyed, skeletal man framed in the passenger side window.

"Get down," Tom snarled. He grabbed her shoulder and pushed her down into the bed of the truck. Flash shouted, his words lost in the wind.

The world exploded, deafening her. Dawn screamed. Fire streaked past her head. Blood spattered into her eyes when she turned her head.

Tom had a gun. It fired. She shrieked at the blast that filled her ears. Answering shots came from the blue van. The truck swerved. The van followed. Dawn bounced when the truck jolted. She slammed against the far side, banging her head on the wheel well hump.

Metal screamed and thudded, fiberglass crumpling and shattering on impact. Dawn's feet flipped up in the air. The rest of her followed. The truck swerved into the ditch, flipping sideways and slapping her like a badminton racket. Blue lightning wreathed her wrists as she scrabbled to grab onto the truck. Something to keep from flying. Anything.

Flash's heel caught her in the temple. Someone screamed. Dawn grabbed at Flash, thinking if they stayed together...

The ground reached up for her. Gravel pounded into her arm where she landed, through her clothes. For many long, stunned moments, she couldn't breathe, couldn't hear, couldn't see, couldn't think.

Thuds and the screaming roar of tortured metal impacted the middle of her head, bypassing her ears. Dawn tasted blood and dust. Salt stung her eyes, blinded by blood.

Then silence. Just for a moment. She remembered how to breathe.

An engine roared, tires spitting gravel. The stink of rotting weeds and stagnant water and mud filled her nose, making her gag. The sensation choked her. All the muscles in her chest refused to move and purge the sickness.

Footsteps crunched in the gravel of the berm. Dawn heard a hissing sound. Someone moaned. Bonnie?

"Where is it?" a man said in a bored voice.

"Not on him," another responded. "He's dead."

"Maybe he gave it to one of these kids," a third man suggested. There was a stinging coldness to his voice that made Dawn shudder, deep inside. 

There had been a boy like that her second year in the orphanage. He had decayed inside so badly, he didn't even find it amusing to torture the puppies the stray mongrel gave birth to in the tool shed. He still abused and mangled them, as if it were a solemn responsibility he had to fulfill.

Bonnie screamed. The sounded abruptly cut off in a wet, gulping sound. Dawn flinched as an image came to her, of Bonnie dragged to her feet, blood all over her face, her arm hanging crooked, and the pale, skeletal man twisting that arm as he hauled her upright.

The other girl whimpered. Flesh smacked on flesh. Something hit the ground and rolled...Bonnie?

Dawn raised her head. Fuzzy white and gray surrounded the edges of her vision, like a TV tube losing its picture. She watched the skeletal man stand over Bonnie, who lay facedown on the ground. He pressed her into the gravel with a booted foot on her back while he went through her purse.

Two other men, both dressed in jeans and black T-shirts, worked on the crumpled truck, which lay on its side only a dozen yards from the ditch where Dawn lay in muddy, scummy water. She couldn't make out features beyond wide shoulders and hard, careless movements. One dragged Todd out of the driver's seat; the door was completely gone. He flung Todd to the ground and knelt over him, searching his clothes.

Todd stirred, raising his arms, a feeble attempt to push away the invading hands. The man jumped to his feet and kicked Todd hard, making him roll over. Todd curled into a fetal ball. Dawn gasped, feeling the ache of broken ribs and torn flesh. She tasted Todd's blood in her mouth, smelled the bitter, spicy scent of the clean-shaven brute standing over him. She saw through Todd's pain-fogged eyes; the square chin and cheeks, the scar on the wide forehead, over sea-blue eyes.

The man spoke. His voice boomed, unintelligible through the pain that thundered through Dawn's body. He scowled when Todd answered in words that were just a garble of sound. His gun appeared as if from thin air, sleek black, gleaming dully in the last dregs of light as the storm rolled in. The barrel opened wide, swallowing everything in Dawn's field of vision. It flashed white.

Red and black pain reached down deep inside Dawn and dragged a scream out of her with white-hot hooks. She curled up in the ditch, hugging her aching ribs, gagging, her head spinning.

"Looky what we got here," a rumbling male voice said.

Itching pain shot through her head from the roots of her hair. Dawn forced her eyes open and looked up into the face of the second black-shirted man. He held her by her hair, half-lifting her to a sitting position. Her arms didn't want to work, swinging weakly as she tried to reach out to support herself.

"What did he give you, and where is it?" a rasping, cold voice said. The big hands holding Dawn yanked her around so she faced the pale man, who stood on the top of the ditch.

"Who...gave what?" Dawn choked on the mud and blood in her mouth. Her lips felt swollen, torn, so they didn't want to move.

Her wrists itched. She flexed her fingers, feeling the prickle of lightning in her fingertips.

"Dumb kids," someone said by the truck. "Bet they don't know anything."

"Hmm. Too bad." The pale man looked Dawn up and down, then shrugged. "Make sure they're all dead, search one more time, then set it on fire."

Dawn gratefully crumpled back into the ditch when her captor dropped her. She barely felt her hands sink into the stinking mud. Lightning sparked along her fingers and wreathed her wrists and a sizzling of angry power filled her ears. She barely heard the gunshots, the sodden splattering thumps as flesh disintegrated from so much force at such close range.

The wind howled but touched no one, stirred nothing. The air was as still as a silent, empty room. Dawn crouched in the ooze, watching through a haze rimmed with lightning as blue streaks arched up her arms, wrapped around her chest, sizzled across her face and into her eyes and ears.

A black shape stepped out of a slit in the air, at the same moment a gun fired, a bullet hit the gas tank and the truck exploded. Dawn felt the blast. It tore her off her precarious balance and flung her across the ditch. She landed on her back.

The black shape resolved into a massive canine, sleek and tall enough to look a grown man in the eyes while on all fours. It walked through the pale man, who stood on the edge of the ditch and slowly raised his gun. His pale eyes were cold, bored, maybe even angry, as if killing Dawn was an inconvenience and he blamed her for it. He raised the gun and it opened wide to engulf the sky.

"Hounds of Hamin," Dawn whispered. 

The black dog snarled. Lightning flashed down from the sky. Blue lightning engulfed Dawn's vision, her senses, her mind. Someone screamed. Blackness shattered the electric blue that sizzled through all her nerves.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Warmth came. Then, the sense she had been cold. The concept of having a body competed with a feeling of suffocating heaviness for her attention. She knew she breathed, and vaguely understood what that meant, because the weight of her own flesh made it hard to breathe.

She lay still, sensing that trying to break the stillness would be futile and only result in...something she didn't want to feel. Knowledge and understanding hovered just beyond her sense of self, a weight she didn't want to know. Not yet.

Sound slashed through the comfortable, blind, silent thickness, bringing colors to show her what black was. She knew where her head was because it hurt from the onslaught. She cringed away from the sharp yellows and hot reds and bruised purple that tasted of pain, sounds turning to tastes and colors inside her tangled mind.

That was what she hid from with her stillness. Pain.

Acknowledging the word brought pain to her. Through her. Jagged teeth nibbled at her lungs. Muscles came into being with throbs that told her she had a heart that pushed blood into muscles stiff and swollen with fluid, battered and refusing the slightest vibration. Even the energy of life.

She was alive. Realizing that came as a shock. It muted the vicious, color-shot blackness into a murky gray that pressed on her head like a great weight of smothering softness. 

Blue tickled at the edges of the dark. Streaks and sparks. Where the soft lightning touched, energy sizzled and ate away at the clogged, heavy, muffled feeling.

More sound came. Indiscernible, it didn't shatter her quite as badly as before. The colors still throbbed and burned, but not as violently. The blue sizzling buffered the most jagged edges. Sound came back and stayed. Some sounds were soft, others throbbed through her. Sharp sounds softened, blunted as the seconds ticked by with the steady, comforting background plodding of her heart. Other sounds pulsed, bruising her senses when they dug deep with wide, flattened edges. But gradually, that bruising softened, too.

After a long wait, she separated the sounds, recognizing them, putting names to them, though she wasn't quite sure what the names meant sometimes. The deep sounds that pressed heavily on her ears were voices. Just sounds, no words, nothing that meant anything to her. She heard hisses that tickled her ears. Sharp beeps and squeals. Rattles and clicking. Soft brushing sounds.

A stinging coldness twisted in her perception and turned into scent. She felt her lungs work a little harder, drawing the scent in, trying to decipher the messages. With the smell of disinfectant and bleach, she found taste again. Her mouth gradually became solid. It tasted foul, sour and thick and dry, and all her awareness seemed to revolve around her mouth and nose. 

Everything faded after a time and she wandered through a place where blue lightning encased her in a protective shell and enormous black dogs with eyes of silver fire grasped her wrists in their gentle, jagged mouths and dragged her safely through the hearts of a thousand storms. She fell for an eternity.

Light streamed into her eyes and she moaned, the sound muffled in her clogged throat, at the cold burning of the invasion.

Sounds again. Voices rang through her head. She blinked. Tears filled her eyes, burning before they soothed the crackling dryness. Shapes and colors invaded the brightness. They moved and the voices grew louder. Pressure resolved into a hand holding hers.

Abruptly, the burning sensation of torn flesh, the stinging prick of needles in her arms, the weight of blankets on her bruised legs, the squeeze of bruised and bound ribs rattled through her body like an incoming wave heavy with debris. Sound cut through the air, coming from inside her. The voices quieted, the hand let go, and the shapes decreased.

Eventually--it could have taken decades or just a few racing heartbeats--the shape resolved into a face. A dark, glossy face, with big eyes and crowned with silver hair. The generous lips curved into a smile. Sound came from those lips when they parted and moved.

She closed her eyes and drifted into the comforting haze and warmth and the sounds eventually faded away.

The light returned, softer, warmer. Something sweet smoothed out the sting of disinfectant and other cold scents that put the word hospital into her thoughts. She blinked and found she could move her eyes. Shapes resolved into a square that was the source of the light. Something tall and thin, white and silver stood on her other side. Glossy squares with rounded corners hung from it, and long streaks of more glossy stuff came out of their ends. She followed the streaks with her gaze until they came to rest in her arm.

Intravenous. Needles. Medicine. Hospital. She knew the words, but not how they tied together.

A voice stroked the air. It sounded nice, comforting, warm. That dark, smiling face came between her and the IV stand. A woman. Nurse. Whatever a nurse was. The nurse touched the bags, checked the tube, stroked her arm and smiled into her eyes. She talked, but the sounds made no sense.

Another voice came. Lower. Stronger. A man stepped into her field of vision. Dark, curly hair and brown eyes. Thick, bushy eyebrows and stubble hazing his long jaw. He wore a green-striped white shirt with the collar open, sleeves rolled up past his elbows, and a dark green tie, untied, slung around his neck. He looked into her eyes and spoke. His smile faded when she just looked back at him. It occurred to her that he wanted her to respond, but she didn't know how.
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"How's Janie doing today?" a man asked, his voice soft.

She recognized that voice. Somehow, she knew she liked the voice. She equated a smile with that voice, and wide shoulders and the sudden certainty that he had always been close. For how long? Maybe forever. It didn't matter.

She opened her eyes to see her nurse standing over her, writing on a clipboard. The woman wore a blue flowered top. A matching blue scarf covered most of her hair. She turned her profile to the bed to address the man standing in the doorway.

"If she were one of your precious computers, I'd say she's back online." The nurse sighed. "But she's not a computer, and whatever Archby's men did to her, it was like throwing her into an electric chair but not finishing the job."

"So you're saying she's a vegetable?" The man stepped into view. He didn't look at the bed. His shirt was yellow this time, but just as wrinkled and sweat-stained as the green-striped one. Somehow, she was disappointed. She didn't like change, she realized.

"I'm saying the human brain is more fragile and complicated than anything we could ever imagine. It's a miracle alone she's still alive without life support."

"Well, the lab supports your theory about the electric chair. They've been running tests on the truck and the...bodies. Something hit them hard. Like a nuclear bomb, but without the residual radiation. Lightning, they think, but lightning nobody's ever measured before."

"And lived?" the nurse said. Her voice was warm, touched with weariness and a tinge of laughter. She sighed. "If Jane Doe here ever does regain full consciousness, it could be weeks before she can communicate."

"She came out of her coma in two days, Parker. Have some faith. I still believe in miracles."

Her nurse's name was Parker. She liked that.

She wanted to let them know she was listening, and that she understood. How? Something told her she should be able to talk, but doing it lay beyond her understanding.

Her gaze slid down the bed. Her hand lay limp on her leg, next to the rail. She looked up, measuring the gap between her hand and the nurse, who stood so close the bed rails made little dents in her shirt. If she could move her hand, could she touch her nurse, get the woman to look at her?

Tingles and prickles cascaded through her hand, but she moved it after only a few seconds of thinking hard, visualizing what she wanted her body to do. Parker's hand moved up to rest on the railing of the bed, even closer within reach. 

One corner of her mouth twisted up. The muscles in her face ached from the movement, the effort, just like her entire arm ached from the effort of moving her hand. She lifted it the few necessary inches to touch Parker's hand with her fingertips.

The woman gasped and yanked her hand away and turned to stare down at her.

"Janie?" The man hurried around to the other side of the bed and leaned on the railing, grasping it tight enough his knuckles turned white. "Are you in there?"

She managed to lift her hand a little more. He reached across her and grabbed hold. His hand was hot, hard with muscle, calloused, strong. She whimpered as sensations tore through her, pounding, like standing at the bottom of a waterfall.

"Sorry, kiddo." He smiled and put her hand down and stroked it, like soothing a kitten. "You have no idea how glad I am you're really awake now. How are you feeling?"

"Chief, I know you need to know what happened to Abernathy and the information he was carrying, but slow down, will you? She's just a little girl."

Not little. A member of the Hunt.

Those thoughts crashed through her mind, turning the fog solid and shredding it like rotten drywall.

She wanted to talk. She couldn't find her vocal chords. Her mouth ached. It tasted like dirty dust and fish bones and dried scum. She lifted her hand to touch her lips with only minimal thought and effort.
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