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	ONE

	He didn’t dream. He never dreamed. A survival mechanism, maybe. Dreams were the memory of thought, of silence. He had no time to remember. When he awoke, he had to be aware of the quietest sound, of the slightest oddity. He had to begin surviving. His conscious mind allowed no opportunity to consider the prior dalliances of his subconscious. There could be no interpretation of symbolism, no attempt to piece together disjointed images and nonsensical occurrences. Whatever had taken place within the confines of his mind between the time he fell asleep and the time his eyes opened was an alternate universe he was incapable of accessing. Even if he could, he would not. Nothing positive could dwell there.

	Air brakes roused him. The soft hiss of mechanical engineering followed by the rock of the bus shook him from a brief but deep slumber to memories of darkness, of pain, of death. No dream, though, but the realities of the night, the night in which he still lingered. The night he had to escape. 

	It wasn’t like him to sleep in public, but Victor had let himself have this small luxury. Exhaustion could not be fought indefinitely. He had slept here to have more energy later, for the next attack.

	He had been asleep longer than he should, he realised, needing effort to break the bond of dried blood and peel his head away from the window glass. 

	That blood had crusted thanks to the makeshift tourniquet the stinking beanie provided and the pressure of his skull propped against the window. There had been neither the time nor the opportunity to prepare a better dressing, but the bleeding from his semi-severed ear and the ruptured superficial temporal artery had slowed to a trickle. He used a sleeve to wipe the windowpane until only a semi-opaque smear remained.

	With a tentative touch Victor explored the wound, compressing the beanie to test the healing process. There was no danger of the cut killing him, save for an infection spiralling out of control. Unlikely, but possible given the hat had belonged to a homeless man and smelled awful. That man had been paid well for the hat because Victor always overpaid in such instances. He wasn’t sure why. Perhaps some last semblance of decency in the indecent.

	He looked out into the darkness and the rain. He checked his watch. He knew the timings of sunrise and sunset like civilians knew when they had to be at work and when they could go home.

	There was plenty of night left in which to hide, but to escape he had to be out of Bulgaria before the sun rose.

	Gone by dawn, whatever happened.

	There had been few passengers aboard when Victor had taken his seat and now there were fewer. He knew how to read a person’s clothes, their posture, even the way they held a newspaper – although this was now rare and becoming rarer – to know there were no threats. A pointless check; no killers had boarded while he slept else he would not have awakened.

	Only one new person was present. That one gave off plenty of the signs of danger without being dangerous.

	She sat on the bench across the aisle from his own. Unlike every other passenger, himself included, she was not tired. Not even close. She sat sideways with her feet up on the seat, her pupils so big and black there was no room left for colour. She was looking straight at him. He sensed that she had been looking at him for a long time. 

	Noticing this gave her licence to say, ‘What’s your name?’

	Victor remained silent.

	She was undeterred. ‘Why’s your head bleeding?’

	His wound was on the right side of his head and she sat to his left, but she must have seen the blood on the window.

	She asked the question loud enough for others to hear, for suspicions to be aroused, for further questions to be asked and their answers paid attention to, so Victor said, ‘I have a cut’.

	She was chewing gum. Her jaw was working fast, faster than any jaw needed to work. It would ache the next day, he was sure.

	‘Wow, you must be a doctor,’ she said with sarcasm. ‘How’d it happen? What happened? Did you fall? Did someone mug you? Does it hurt? It must do. My pain tolerance is zero. Want me to take a look at it? Do you need—?’

	‘A shard of broken glass,’ Victor answered so she would stop talking. ‘Someone cut me with it.’

	She shuffled forward on the seat, closer to the aisle, closer to him. She was slim and tall, with long limbs that seemed awkward to control. The boots looked too big for her, but he supposed that was the point. 

	‘Did you start it? The fight?’

	Her tone was hopeful. She was hoping he was interesting. The huge pupils were hungry for stimulation. He ignored her for a moment, concerned that all of her attention was so focused on him, a curiosity when he spent so much effort encouraging indifference.

	‘In a way,’ he answered with a degree of honesty when he saw her mouth open to say something else.

	Victor was never happy with attention. People interested in him typically wanted to kill him. Such people had tried a matter of hours before, after tracking him for weeks. A relentless pursuit for justice, for revenge.

	He didn’t blame them. He deserved it.

	She seemed pleased with herself. ‘That’s what I guessed. That’s what I said to myself when I first sat down. I said, that man has a story to tell.’

	She was a native Bulgarian, although she sounded a little American in the way that many people did when speaking English as a second language. She had jet-black hair made darker from the rain and slicked back into a ponytail held in place with a silvery clip. Her skin tone was halfway between pale and olive, even if the make-up lightened her face to an unnatural shade. Blue lipstick was smudged from all the chewing. Bulgarians weren’t the most outgoing of people in Victor’s experience – not the kind to start conversations with strangers on buses in the middle of the night – but there were always exceptions to any rule.
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