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On the fringes of Charlotte’s consciousness,
she heard a strange calling, like a bird drowning in anguish.

She startled awake, and took in her
surroundings. Darkness. Charlotte’s hand reflexively glided across
the aged wood floor. Charlotte found the ridges and divots
comforting in an unusual way. She began to sit up, and as she did
so, Charlotte found her eyes adjusting to the darkness.

She was in a large room. She could scarcely
make out a table, and several chairs at various points in the room.
One was tipped over. For the first time Charlotte noticed the
windows along the walls, and the moon obscured by a passing cloud.
There was a hutch, and a few plates and knickknacks hung along the
wall. Somewhere in the darkness, a clock was blazing its circular
path. Something shifted in the darkness.

Charlotte was not alone.

“Who’s there?” Charlotte blurted, instantly
regretting it.

In the dark, Charlotte saw a
figure scurrying away, boots scraping against the wood. Charlotte
blinked, and she realized that the figure was all the way across
the room. Impossible, she thought, until she realized that the first figure was
still in its original spot.

There’s more than one person
in here.

“Hello?” came a tentative voice. Male. Deep
timbre laced with uncertainty.

There was a loud clanging, and then glass
shattering, which consumed every amount of space in the room.
Charlotte flinched involuntarily, and shifted back a little. The
cacophony of disasters occurred on the far side of the room.

“Who’s there?” Charlotte asked again,
screaming into the dark, failing to contain her panic.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” came another voice.
Also male. Lighter, tenor. “I’m trying to find the light
switch!”

In a click, the world was ablaze.

Charlotte’s eyes closed
reflexively, protecting themselves from the newly-activated lights.
However, her guts were being wrenched out by the panic she was
unable to control; while her eyes were closed, she was
vulnerable. And she didn’t
know who she was with here-

Wait. A thought froze Charlotte in place. Where is “here”?

Charlotte forced her eyes to open a little,
and then allowed them to adjust as she surveyed the room. She was
in some kind of rustic room, perhaps a cabin. The walls and floors
were a deep russet, with verdant curtains and a few rugs scattered
about. Across the way was a sink and stove with a kettle. On the
floor, the first figure she saw was a man, probably around her age,
late twenties or early thirties. Light brown hair, clean cut, jeans
and a flannel jacket.

Cute, too, came the thought, unbidden. It surprised her.

Charlotte looked across the room and found
the second figure; he was older, perhaps late thirties. Thinning
hair, trimmed beard, and light eyes. He was standing by glass of
water, which lay half-spilled on the floor.

The younger man spoke first.

“Uh, hey there,” he said, standing.

Charlotte watched him keenly. Something about
him seemed to pull at her, to engender her trust and setting her at
ease, but she couldn’t see how. She didn’t know him, did she?
Charlotte couldn’t remember either, and it frustrated her.

The other man gave off the same vibe. One of
familiarity, but somehow more distant. Like in another life.

But something kept nagging at Charlotte.

She couldn’t remember how she had gotten
here.

“What’s going on?” the older man said,
grabbing his head in pain.

The younger man was also grabbing his head
and rubbing his eyes. “What did I drink last night?”

“Drink?” Charlotte asked, jumpy. She looked
around on the floor. Aside from some beef jerky, shreds of paper,
empty water bottles, and a broken tea cup scattered about, there
was no sign of alcohol.

“Who are you?” she asked to no one in
particular.

“What?” the younger man asked confused.

“Who are you?” Charlotte repeated, more
forcefully this time.

The younger man said, “My name is Noah.”

“I’m Roger,” said the older man, clearly
still groggy.

“Do I know you? Either of you?” Charlotte
asked, maintaining her distance.

Noah opened his mouth but words failed to
materialize. He looked back at Roger, utter confusion on his face.
“I... I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

Roger looked between both of them. “I don’t
believe so either, except....” He allowed the thought to hang in
the air between them.

“You don’t know, either, do you?” Charlotte
said, her voice panicky.

“Don’t know what?” Noah asked.

“Think!” she said. “Do you remember how you
got here?”

Noah paused, and then touched his temple, as
if the act of remembering was driving a dagger into his mind. “I- I
can’t.”

She turned to Roger. “And you?”

Roger shook his head, face ashen. “No, I
can’t either,” he responded, running his hand over his thin
beard.

Charlotte looked back and forth between them.
“Is this some kind of sick joke?” She was yelling now, backing
herself away. “Are you two some kind of sick freaks? Did you give
me something?”

“No!” Roger yelled, hands up in contrition.
“Listen, you have to calm down!”

“Where the hell am I?” Charlotte screamed
again.

“Look,” Noah said, calm, “I don’t know. I
don’t know where we are either or how I got here.” He looked around
the room. “Something is clearly wrong, alright? But you're not the
only one confused here.”

Charlotte continued to appraise both men, and
moved over to a window. Looking outside, her voice barely steady,
she said, “It’s late. I guess it’s late, it’s night.”

“The clock says it’s 11:16,” Roger
offered.

Charlotte looked up at the wooden clock, a
rustic piece with brass face.

“Who did this to all of our stuff?” Roger
asked, distracted.

“What stuff?” Noah said, and looked at the
items strewn about. “I don’t recognize this stuff.”

“What makes you think it’s ours?” Charlotte
asked.

“Who else’s could it be?” Roger stated.

Charlotte shook her head. “We don’t even know
if this is our place. We could have, I don’t know...”



“Broken in here?” Noah finished.

Charlotte shook her head, confusion weighing
in heavily on her.

“I don’t think so,” Roger said. “Look at the
door. It’s locked and there is no sign of forced entry.” He looked
around. “None of the windows appear to be damaged.”

Noah had moved over to the windows, giving
them a cursory examination as he went by. “They’re locked, too.” He
looked back at the door. “Doesn’t look like anyone rigged the door
in any way.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Roger said,
lifting the fallen chair and, after setting it up right, sat down.
He continued to massage his temple. “Does anyone else have a
throbbing headache?”

“Yes,” replied both Noah and Charlotte.

Charlotte moved over to another of the
windows, and placed her hand on it, leaning in to get a better view
of the outside and past the reflections.

They were in a cabin, she realized. It had a
wraparound porch, with a little bit of a clearing around the cabin,
and beyond she could see only the density of the trees, and
darkness folded in-between. The almost-full moon continued to dip
in and out of clouds, like an unsure sentry. Its light did little
to penetrate into the forest beyond.

When Charlotte began to move away from the
window, she shifted her hand, and saw it left an outline.

The outline was a burn mark.

Charlotte jumped back and yelped. Looking at
her hand, she saw that it was fine. Charlotte looked back at the
window, and her impression had disappeared.

What the hell?

“You okay?” Noah asked, concerned.

Charlotte shook her head. “Yeah, it’s
nothing.”

“What’s outside?” Roger asked.

“Just a forest.”

Noah moved to the door and unlocked it.
Charlotte extended a hand.

“Wait!”

Noah gave her a look of incredulity.
“What?”

Charlotte found herself at a loss for
words.

Noah smiled. “What, do you think there’s a
bogeyman or something? We need to get an idea of where we’re at.”
He stepped outside.

Charlotte and Roger quickly followed.

***

Cool air greeted the three
of them, the kind that caressed you on a Spring- or Autumn- night,
Charlotte thought to herself. She found the cool air comforting,
though her nerves were still frayed, and from what she could tell
she wasn’t the only one. Roger was fairly quiet, but kept
scratching the back of his neck. Must be
some kind of nervous tick. And Noah, while
attempting to radiate calm and control, was not quite able to
master the bravado in his voice.

What struck Charlotte initially was how dark
the forest appeared. The porch had a lamp flashing down, only by
the door. The moonlight picked up the rest of the slack, and did an
admirable job in the clearing and cabin, but did little to
illuminate the depths of the trees. Together, they made a circuit
around the cabin, following the porch and getting a lay of the
land. Some firewood was cut and in a pile by the door, and there
were two rocking chairs nearby. The rest of the porch was
sparse.

The distance revealed nothing. The trees
crowded out any visibility to the outside world, and they could not
discern any lights, or other sounds of civilization. The air was
eerily quiet; no distant sounds of airplanes or traffic of any
kind.

But it felt wrong. Everything was too quiet.
Still.

“That’s impossible,” Roger said.

“What?” Charlotte asked.

“How can there not be any animal sounds? Any
kind of natural sound?”

“So?” Noah asked, annoyed.

“It’s not normal! We’re in a forest, which
are teeming with life. I should know, I’m a science teacher.” He
suddenly stopped short.

“You’re a teacher?” Charlotte asked.

“Yeah,” Roger said, thoughtful. “I remember
that I’m a teacher. Can’t tell you where, though...”

“Wait,” Noah said, his hand to his head. “I
remember, too. I’m a truck driver. For...” He shook his head. “I
can’t remember for whom.”

“I work at a daycare,” Charlotte whispered,
as if shocked at the revelation. “Can’t remember where,
either.”

Roger nodded. “So, there are a hug gaps in
our memory, but it’s almost as if we can remember certain things.
Like reflex memory.”

“You are a science teacher, aren’t you? Who
says things like ‘reflex memory’?” Noah said, chuckling.

For a moment, the mood lifted, as Charlotte
and Roger joined in with Noah in small, if polite, laughter.

The moment was short-lived, however; Noah
looked out into the darkness of the forest. “Where are we?”

“And when,” added Roger.

“What?” asked Charlotte, confused.

“We don’t know if it’s spring or autumn, do
we? I mean, it’s fairly cool for a summer’s night. The leaves
haven’t fallen off these trees, but that’s no guarantee of what the
date is. Can any of you remember?”

Charlotte looked at Noah, who reciprocated
her head shaking.

“Me neither,” Roger added, a half-whisper.
“Though I’m going to go with Spring.”

Charlotte looked down, rubbing her forehead
in part agitation, part trying to relieve the tension and pressure.
This was like a nightmare, and for a moment she felt the urge to
pinch herself.

And that’s when she heard it.

Waroo.

Warooooo.

Charlotte looked up, frantically looking from
side to side. “Did you hear that?”

“You’re not crazy,” Noah said cautiously. “I
heard that too.”

Waroo.

It sounded unlike any animal Charlotte had
ever heard. The sound conveyed the sing-song nature of a dove’s
call but richer, more guttural.

More inhuman.

“Where’s it coming from?” Noah asked.

Charlotte saw Roger looking around
frantically. “Can’t tell. I think that way,” he said, pointing out
into the dark away from them.

Waroo.

“Roger,” Noah said, “you’re the science
teacher. Does that sound like any animal you’ve ever heard?”

“No,” Roger responded, voice not quite
steady. “But being a science teacher doesn't make me an expert on
animals,” he appended wryly.

Charlotte walked to the cabin door. “Guys,
let’s go inside.”
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