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	"River Madden!"

	I jerked in my seat and glanced at my classmates, all five of whom stifled laughter while keeping their eyes on their electronic tablets. They'd been sniggering ever since we'd handed in our assignments, and I wasn't sure why.

	It wasn't one of them shouting my name.

	Professor Higgins glowered behind his monstrous wooden desk. Our desk/chair thingys sat in a semi-circle eight feet from him, all the distance the overheated cubby hole of a classroom allowed. Late afternoon autumn sun filtered through the tall windows to my right. The row of overhead fluorescent lights switched from humming a lullaby to belting out Bad Boys—off-key.

	I ignored them. Paying attention to hallucinations was never a good idea.

	Higgins' narrowed eyes stared at me from his purpled face, and his plump hands clenched a stack of papers. Uh-oh. My essay topped the pile. I recognized it by the bright pink stationery.

	It's not a color I would have chosen for a dissertation on the Neanderthal religion, especially with the colorful dancing-flowers border at the bottom, but I didn't know who to ask for paper. So I'd used what I'd found in my desk, left by the previous occupant of my dorm room. It sucked being the new guy at Dimensional Protective Service.

	From the tone of his voice and use of my full name, Higgins had called more than once. Hell. My schizophrenic brain had tuned him out to listen for patterns in the clicking of the heat ducts.

	"Um, yes, sir?"

	The digital clock on Higgins' desk chimed. Saved by the bell. 

	"Come here, Mr. Madden," Higgins rumbled.

	Not saved by the bell. While my fellow talent recruits filed out, I shuffled up to Higgins' desk, feeling more like a first-grader who'd been sent to the principal's office than a twenty-five year old super-talent who'd saved the multiverse just three days earlier.

	"You may think, Mr. Madden, that because you're a hero, you can be disrespectful to a lowly anthropology professor. Someday, when you're in the middle of a multi-dimensional political incident because you made some cultural faux pas, you'll wish you'd paid attention. Having a talent for fracturing dimensional barriers won't prepare you for inter-species communication."

	His hand shook as he thrust my paper at me. With dawning horror, the source of my classmates' amusement became clear.

	I'd used my best semi-script calligraphy to write my fifteen hundred words with a pencil stump I'd found in a drawer. I'd made sure each letter was perfect, each line arrow straight. No smears or smudges blotted the pages. Not bad for someone who'd never completed fourth grade.

	I hadn't realized that while I'd perfected the writing, I'd also darkened a stroke here, a letter there, until I'd created a caricature of Higgins—complete with exaggerated fleshy jowls, bulbous nose, and little devil horns—in the text of the first page. Aw, hell. My stomach dropped into my shoes.

	Sweat popped out on my forehead, and I cursed my schizophrenia. Sammie, the light of my life, deserved better than an unemployed homeless bum, which is what I'd been when we met. She'd changed my life, changed my goals and expectations for myself.

	I wanted to be worthy of Sammie's love, wanted to be someone she'd be proud to associate with. A steady job was my first step toward a respectable future shared with her. The job offer from DPS was my salvation.

	Sammie'd been so certain I'd fit in at DPS. But I had doubts, big hungry doubts that ate through any confidence I managed to muster. Please don't let me be fired.

	"Allowing miscreants like you to represent humanity in our joint ventures with the Raptors and Neanderthals is a disgrace. You're nothing more than a jumped-up class clown. You're on report. Now get out."

	I grabbed my backpack and hurried away, face burning. Better to be thought of as a deliberate troublemaker than crazy. How could I ask Sammie to share a life with me if I was the target of slurs about my mental illness and the butt of jokes caused by my unusual behavior? Sammie deserved better than to be whispered about because she dated a freak.

	I jogged down the worn linoleum of the corridor to the exit, sure everyone I passed could see my shame. Outside, the chill air cooled my cheeks. Across the quad, a three-story stone building mirrored the one I'd just left. Beyond it, the mountains rose into the twilight of the North Idaho sky.

	That's where I belonged, out there in the world, not locked up here in a super-secret government facility dedicated to protecting dimensional travel from exploitation. I smothered my desire to run away and considered other options.

	Dinner in the mess hall was out; I couldn't face the laughter of my fellow talent recruits. I'd head back to my room and start again on my reading assignments. I was woefully behind compared to the others, who'd been here a month or more.

	As I walked, I pondered what on report meant. Was I confined to quarters? Was there detention? Extra chores? Not that I had any now, which seemed odd. We all had them at the orphanage.

	Would DPS make me scrub bathrooms with a toothbrush? I'd heard the Army did that if you messed up. If they did, I hoped it wasn't my toothbrush. Eww.

	As I contemplated potential punishments, the tattooed symbols that ringed both my wrists flared into intense itching. I spun around to face an eight-foot tall demon and gasped.

	Smoke whispered from the creature's bovine nostrils to wreathe his big bull head and impressive curling horns. His glassy black eyes stared down at me.

	Standing only five foot eight myself, I had to crane my neck back uncomfortably to address him, or else speak to the bulging muscles of his chest, which he scratched absently with the six-inch talons on the ends of his fingers. I hadn't heard the clop of his cloven hooves as he'd approached, but maybe he'd come across the grass instead of along the walkway. Or maybe I only hallucinated the clopping when I knew he was coming.

	"Hey, Smokey," I said, uncertain whether I should mention his renewed height. Wasn't a person's size one of those taboo social topics? Did demons count as people?

	The last time I'd seen him, he'd shrunken to a seven-foot tall spindly creature, and it had kind of been my fault. But I hadn't done it intentionally. Destroyed a dimension, that is. Well, I had, but in a good cause.

	"Traveler, I have come to claim my favor," the demon said.

	I gulped. I would never, ever bargain with Smokey again. No, no, no. Very bad idea, even if it did get my baby nightmare a foster dad cum bodyguard. No nasty D-space demons munching my soot-ball as a snack.

	"What did you have in mind?" I wasn't sure I wanted to know.

	"A soul has fallen from one of your conveyances while Between, and it must be retrieved."

	I frowned and rubbed at my watch cap. In demon-speak, were Neans and Raps considered souls? Or only humans? And if someone had fallen off a trans-dimensional platform in D-space, why did Smokey need me to retrieve them? DPS should already be mounting a rescue mission, one that wouldn't include a green recruit.

	On the other hand, I was in hot water with Higgins. Maybe if I proved myself useful, he'd forgive my essay screw-up. Maybe DPS wouldn't fire me for insubordination. Or maybe I was hallucinating this meeting with Smokey.

	Who would I ask? I didn't know anyone here except Sammie, and she'd gone to California with her father to bury her brother. I couldn't think of her without feeling a twinge of loneliness.

	"You must go now," Smokey urged. "Before consequences evolve."

	Before consequences evolve? What the heck did that mean? A chill passed over me, and it wasn't from the cool breeze blowing between the buildings.

	"How do I find this lost soul?"

	"The Council will guide you," he replied.

	"The Council?" My voice climbed. "Not you?"

	The last thing I wanted was an all-powerful council of demons guiding me through D-space. After the commotion I'd caused there while saving the multiverse, I didn't think they'd be too glad to see me again. Smokey said they were still on the fence about destroying the E-Prime dimension to get rid of all talents. Was this a plan to start thinning the herd?

	His big bull brows drew down. "Will you break your bargain, Traveler?"

	I wiped my sweaty hands on my pants. I couldn't see any options. Then I brightened. I'd ask Doc for help.

	My previous experiences with psychiatrists notwithstanding, Doc was a decent guy. I hadn't seen much of him since my arrival. He'd been busy trying to save the super-talents Sammie and I rescued.

	"I'll meet you at the fracture," I said.

	"Be quick." With that, the big demon clopped away.

	I found Doc at a desk in the infirmary. He wiped a hand over his thinning gray hair and watched me with those calm brown eyes of his. His face was etched with laugh lines, but he wasn't laughing now. Despite his best efforts to save the sick, mad super-talents we'd brought him, he'd lost one already, and the remaining three were in grave condition.

	"You're sure this demon isn't a hallucination caused by your schizophrenia?" he asked.

	What could I do to verify I'd seen Smokey? Demons were visible only to talents and Nean priests. And maybe Raps. Doc was a garden-variety human with no ability to create dimensional fractures or see beings from D-space.

	"Bring a talent to the fracture. If the talent can see Smokey, then the request is real."

	Doc put in a call to Colonel Juarez, the head of DPS. A minute later, we crossed the quad and trotted down the three flights to the underground fracture chamber. We could have used the elevator but didn't. Elevators are death traps. You won't catch me in one. Ever.

	"What's DPS doing in the way of a rescue?" I asked.

	Doc's mouth pulled into a hard line. "The scientist who fell isn't a super-talent whose fracture would register on Rap instruments. He's an ordinary human. We have no way to track him. Our response has been to mount an investigation into how it happened so we can prevent it in the future."

	Most talents didn't have the oomph to create a fracture unless they partnered with another talent. Super-talents like me generated enough negative energy to fracture all alone, and did—without warning.

	Our fractures caused power changes in the D-space energy currents. The Raps used those changes to track a super-talent's final destination. That's how DPS found me at E-4, where I'd first met Sammie.

	Unlike other super-talents, I didn't go mad if I fell through a fracture, possibly because I'd become adept at ignoring my psychotic symptoms. Most days, clinging to the tiny island of sanity in my brain took every bit of thinking power I possessed. That same skill got me through D-space.

	We passed through the steel double-doors into the main fracture room. It was the size of a football field, with a twenty-foot high ceiling. In another life, the facility had been a silver mine, and then it became a monastery that used the old shafts to age wine.

	Mercury-vapor lamps strung along overhead conduit lit the space and hummed Beethoven's Fifth. The room had a modern concrete floor, but the walls and ceiling were still gray-brown stone. Locked storage cupboards stood against one wall.

	At the far end, a wide dimensional fracture glittered, all sparkly and jagged and threatening. Its tidal pull urged me forward. The Rap-made cuff doohickies on my wrists were all that prevented me from being dragged through.

	Three of the trans-dimensional platforms lined one wall. Their mushroom-shaped control panels rose from the center of their seven-foot diameter, six-inch thick stone bases. The runes around their edges were dark.

	Close to the door, two men and a woman dressed in the black shirts, pants, and berets of the talent uniform chatted, their eyes tracking Doc and me. Soldiers with traditional military uniforms and weapons stood guard around the walls.

	When Smokey stepped through the fracture, the talents drew their little wizard-wand stunners and shouted at the guards to lock down the facility. An alarm echoed through the space. The guards, unable to see the demon, waved their rifles back and forth.

	"What the hell's going on?" Doc shouted over the racket.

	"Demon." I gestured at Smokey.

	"Okay, River, I believe you."

	The demon clopped over to me. The talents backed away. Their faces were white and grim, but their wands held steady.

	"Are you prepared, Traveler?"

	I turned to Doc. "I need my robe back. And a spare."

	Doc crossed to the storage cupboard, withdrew two bundles, and returned to me.

	"Be careful with these." He handed me both bundles. "The Raps don't know we still have them, and Col. Juarez would prefer to keep it that way."

	I tied one bundle to my belt. I strapped a metal-studded nylon harness from the second bundle around my own black uniform shirt. Even on its smallest adjustment, the harness threatened to slide off my shoulders. I hated being a runt.

	I double-tapped the plastic plate centered on my chest, and it glowed to life. After a bit of fumbling, I switched to the shield screen. The shields didn't actually shield me from the horrors of D-space. Something about me caused them to fail, whether they were Rap tech shields or Nean priest magic shields. But at least when I used them, I arrived wearing my clothes, which I saw as a big plus.

	I pulled on the long black robe and flipped up the hood. Forgetting my previous experience, I started for the fracture, promptly tripped on the robe hem, and fell to hands and knees.

	Doc helped me up and slipped me a black plastic box the size of a cell phone with a single button in the middle of it and two metal nubs at the end.

	"What's this for?" I took the taser from him. I was a Luddite when it came to technology, but cops used these, and I had more than a passing acquaintance with Johnny Law's methods to discourage the homeless from hanging around.

	"In case he's uncooperative. He'll be mentally disturbed, remember, and he's a big guy. Press the contacts against him and push the button. It'll quiet him."

	"I don't get a stunner wand?"

	Doc chuckled. "They have to be tuned to the user's DNA. You won't get one until you graduate."

	Doc lost the smile. "You don't know what you'll find when you get there. Shouldn't you take some backup?"

	I didn't know if the demons could guide anyone else. And I didn't want to look like a wimp. Besides, I'd fallen through fractures lots of times, and except for ending up naked or in the middle of a deadly sonic banana gun fight, nothing bad happened.

	"I'll be fine," I assured Doc. "Traveling D-space is my specialty."

	I tucked the taser in my pants pocket and walked toward the fracture. The heavy robe tangled around my legs.

	"How come we're in such a rush?" I asked Smokey. "Is this guy in trouble?"

	"He possesses knowledge of Between. The Council does not wish the inhabitants of his destination to gain this knowledge."

	"Why's that?"

	Smokey scratched his bovine cheek. "They do not make suitable neighbors."

	"But—"

	"Be sure you leave nothing behind," the big demon admonished.

	"How's this going to work?" The fracture pulled stronger as I approached.

	"Splendidly, Traveler."

	"Are you coming with me?"

	He raised his eyebrows and snorted contempt. "And associate with the soulless?"
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	I didn't get to ask what he meant by soulless. D-space sucked me through a shimmering curtain and into an impossible place. I drowned in a pounding surf, or perhaps I was caught at the bottom of a waterfall, pummeled against the rocks and unable to come up for air.

	I was slammed and tumbled and bounced off banks of nightmare clouds and crystalline spires and glowing brimstone-and-hellfire mountains like the ball in a demented pinball game. The bones in my arms and legs snapped in a hundred places. My ribs were crushed. My skull was battered until my brain popped out to swirl away in the flood of energy that carried me relentlessly on.

	Then I burst through another curtain of glitter and smacked down on my chest. Dusty cheatgrass tickled my nose, and I sneezed, followed a moment later by retching as my stomach arrived, late as always. My head throbbed. I wiped a trickle of blood from my nose and squinted at my surroundings.

	I lay in a weed-choked vacant lot strewn with snagged plastic grocery bags, empty drink cups, and the occasional dented pop can. Behind me, the fracture glinted. To each side of the lot, two-story brick buildings rose. An alley ran along the back with brick buildings beyond, and a sidewalk and paved street fronted the final side.

	Across the street, more two- and three-story buildings stood, the bottom floors housing businesses, and the upper floors either offices or residences. The lower windows displayed signs for a hardware store, a hairdresser's shop, and an insurance company.

	The sun slanted down on the street and reflected off the dusty windshields of two older-model cars parked at the curb. In my fifteen years traveling as a homeless person, I'd passed through a hundred rural towns just like this one.

	I heaved to my feet and wondered what had become of my lost scientist. Humans who traveled through D-space unshielded ended up gibbering, drooling mad and unable to care for themselves—except for me. I'd thought that meant he wouldn't be mobile. The loco super-talents we'd rescued were incapable of even sitting up without assistance. But I didn't see my quarry.

	Had someone taken him away? No pedestrians strolled the street. No kids on bikes pedaled past. In fact, the whole place had a deserted air. On closer inspection, I noticed a broken window at the hardware store, the street sign at the corner canted across the sidewalk, and a battered old station wagon farther along had two flat tires. The hair on the back of my neck rose.

	I looked back at the fracture and around at my feet. After I'd run away from the orphanage at ten, I'd learned urban survival skills, like which days grocery stores put out their spoiling produce and how to avoid attracting the attention of cops.

	I hadn't learned how to track a lost madman through weeds. I scanned the area looking for flattened vegetation and broken stalks, because that's what Indian guides did in novels, but I saw those everywhere.

	There! Those looked like drag marks, and if I half-closed my eyes, a trail headed toward the corner of the building across the lot. Or maybe I saw a pattern that didn't exist. I could make a pattern out of anything. But nothing else looked as promising.

	I tiptoed across the lot, my head swiveling in case anyone tried to sneak up behind me, my hands holding up the robe. I imagined I looked like Snidely Whiplash skulking off to enact a nefarious plan, except I didn't have a top hat or mustache.

	A few feet from the corner, I spotted the first smear of red. Someone had spilled paint. Or perhaps emptied the remains of an old paint can onto the weeds. Not an environmentally sound way to dispose of a toxic product.

	Easing up to the building, I peeked around. Three shops down, someone hunkered in a doorway, back to me. Droplets of red on the sidewalk turned quickly to a river of red leading to the figure and beyond, then around the corner at the cross-street. Someone would be pissed about spilling that much paint. It cost a bundle.

	I slipped down the sidewalk checking each doorway before sidling past. The huddled person ahead wore filthy blue jeans, ripped running shoes, and a tattered red and white checked shirt. Gross tangled brown hair stuck out from the back of his head. He made ripping and grunting noises.

	A homeless person, with less than polite eating habits. No surprise there.

	I expected the ripe tang of an unwashed body. Instead, my nostrils stung from the stench of dead animal left rotting in the sun. My stomach flip-flopped. I would have held my nose, but I needed both hands to keep the damn robe from tripping me. Besides, it would have been rude talking to the guy with my hand covering my face.

	"Hey." I stopped a few feet away.

	He was just far enough into the doorway that I couldn't see what he was doing, although I could tell he had something in his hands. I glanced both ways on the street, but nothing moved. Except for the flies. There were a lot of flies. Clouds of flies, buzzing around the doorway and on the puddles of paint. Sniffing paint because they couldn't find glue?

	When he didn't respond, I took a step closer. "Excuse me, I'm looking for a friend of mine. Maybe you saw him? He's about…"

	What did the scientist look like? Would I know him when I saw him? All I knew was that he'd be naked and gibbering, drooling mad. I hadn't even asked his name. Dumb, River.

	"He wasn't wearing any clothes. And he's a scientist, so he looks smart. Well, he probably looked smart before he went crazy," I said. "Did he pass by here?"

	The grunting and ripping continued. I stepped past him hoping to get into his field of vision. That's when I saw the bloody foot in his hands—his gray, decomposing hands. I choked.

	Not real.

	He was just a grubby homeless guy, chewing on… chicken rescued from the trash. Yeah, a really grubby homeless guy with some kind of nasty skin fungus… or something. Eww.

	I glanced around, hoping to spy a stroller. I relied on the reactions of sane people to sort out the hallucinations from the real stuff. If someone came by and ran away screaming, so would I. But the street remained empty.

	Dang! I should have brought backup. I walked a tight circle, avoiding the paint pool, and stopped on the opposite side of the lurker. Maybe I just needed a new perspective to see the poor man as he really was.

	He grabbed another chunk of flesh in his teeth and pulled. It came loose, and he glanced sideways at me while he sucked it through his puffy, peeling lips. His cloudy eyes were lidless and bulging, and his cheeks were lined with splits and cracks that wept serum. A loose flap of his skin hung under his chin.

	His ugly gray hand lashed out. Nasty nails snagged my robe and pulled. His grasp jerked me into him. I smacked his shoulder and knocked him head-first into the shop door. I leaped back and heard the sound of my robe tearing. He had the foot in one hand, and a chunk of robe fabric in the other.

	Not chicken. A real foot.

	My eyes flicked to the paint lake on the sidewalk, to the river of paint leading away.

	Not paint. Blood. No one could lose that much blood and live, could they?

	My heart tried to beat its way out of my chest. Soulless, Smokey said.

	Zombie. Oh, hell! Real!

	I turned and ran, but only two steps before tripping on my robe and falling in the still-wet puddle of blood on the pavement. I scrambled up, sure he'd pounce on me. He seemed absorbed with his foot again and remained squatted in the doorway.

	I wanted to run back to the fracture. Instead, my feet glued themselves to the pavement and I rocked. I couldn't leave a fellow human here. I had to find him, get him back to E-Prime. Besides, Smokey said I wasn't to leave anything behind.

	I swallowed my rising panic and hurried along the street, startling at every little noise, real or imagined. And there were suddenly a lot of noises: clicking and tapping and whispers coming out of thin air. I deeply regretted my choice to come without backup.

	At the corner, I flattened myself to the wall before peeking around. Down by the alley, three more zombies dressed in decomposing flesh and the ragged remnants of casual clothing engaged in a tug of war with what was left of my scientist. He was missing his head as well as his foot.

	A husky country boy zombie ripped loose an arm with a great cracking and shuffled away to the middle of the street, where he crouched and gnawed on the bicep. A redheaded female zombie tore free the lower right leg and foot with a rending pop and tottered into a shady doorway. A beanpole blond guy zombie dug long nails and rotting fingers into the stomach and pulled, shredding the flesh and spilling loops of intestines onto the sidewalk. I barfed.

	Did the poor scientist have a family that would want to bury his remains? Would they notice if he was missing an appendage or two? What was I supposed to do? I juggled the taser in my sweaty hand.

	The zombies didn't seem to move too fast. If I stunned them one at a time, could I make off with the body parts before they recovered? On the other hand, I didn't move too fast in the damn robe, either.

	I retreated back past the foot thief to the vacant lot, stripped off my robe, and weighted it down with a rock, just to be on the safe side. Then I unwrapped the second robe and harness, spread the robe on the ground, and weighted it with rocks, too. My preparations made, I jogged back to the corner, giving the foot thief a wide berth. I'd deal with the missing foot later, once I had the rest of the body.

	I pussyfooted up the sidewalk, keeping an eye on all three zombies. The stench coming off them choked me. I wished I had nose plugs. I didn't know how they might react to an attack on one of their kindred. If I was lucky, maybe they'd go after their fallen comrade instead of me, and I could make a clean getaway.

	Okay, no way it would be a clean getaway. The tall, skinny torso guy had guts spilled everywhere. I clenched the taser and looped around behind him, my thumb on the button. With a quick jump forward, I jammed the taser in the back of torso guy's neck and let him have it.

	He jerked, screeched, and collapsed onto the scientist's body.

	Crap. Why couldn't he have fallen sideways? I grabbed the zombie's dress-shirt collar and hauled back. The shirt ripped free in my hand, the material as decomposed as the wearer.

	The zombie twitched and flailed and rolled in his victim's guts, weird gurgling sounds coming from his chest. I grabbed his leg and dragged him across the pavement. Under his pants, his flesh shifted, like stewed chicken meat falling from the bone. I closed my eyes and kept dragging until he'd cleared the carcass. Then I returned to the scientist to survey the damage.

	No way could I drag him back to the fracture in his present state. I needed to get his guts back inside him. Geez, I wished I'd thought to raid the hardware store for a pair of gloves. If I stuffed his guts back in, would they stay while he traveled through the fracture? No time to worry about it.

	Screwing up my courage and closing my eyes again, I grabbed internal organs and loops of intestines and shoveled them back into the abdominal cavity. They were hot and squishy and slippery with blood and goo.

	My hand contacted something small and hard. I thought I'd picked up a rock from the street, but when I opened my eyes, it was a rectangle about a quarter inch thick and three-quarters of an inch long, wrapped in bright yellow duct tape.

	Some kind of medical device? Why else would it be in his guts? Leave nothing, Smokey had said. I jammed it in my pocket.

	Torso guy was already on his knees and crawling my direction. I grabbed the scientist's remaining arm and hauled ass, er, torso down the alley. The arm wasn't in good shape. One of the zombies must have tried to remove it earlier. Halfway down the alley, it came off.

	I cussed and swore and left the arm on a garbage can while I dragged the torso by the leg with the missing foot. I tried to look on the bright side: I probably couldn't have moved him whole.

	When I reached the vacant lot, I positioned the body on the second robe and strapped on the harness. I was covered in blood by the time I'd finished. Quick as a bunny, I dashed back down the alley to retrieve the arm. Back at the fracture, I let the harness out as far as it would go, and jammed the arm through, pinning it against the ribs. Then I jetted back through the alley.

	Torso guy wrestled with arm guy over possession of the right arm. I had no idea how I'd stun both of them at the same time. I started with leg woman.

	She wasn't so oblivious as torso guy or the foot thief and kept her back against the building wall. If I was going to stun her, it would be a side approach. I edged closer.

	She growled.

	I backed away. I'm no fighter, and the whole idea of zombies being real scared the hell out of me. But this was my first mission as an official member of DPS. I had to keep this job if I wanted a life with Sammie. Had to impress everyone so they'd want to be friends. Normal guys had friends, and I wanted the trappings of normal, even if I wasn't.

	"Hi ya." I inched toward her. "Nice day for a… um… Nice day, isn't it?"

	Her eyes rolled, lips peeled back from blackened teeth, and muscles tensed. Well, they tensed as much as rotting, bloated flesh can tense.

	"You live around here? Seems like a nice place." I gained another six inches, my knees knocking and my hands shaking.

	In a burst of motion, leg woman swung the appendage. The ankle bone connected with my shin bone. I howled and hopped back on one foot. She lurched forward, raking long filthy nails down my forearm to shred my sleeve and gouge the flesh below. I dropped the taser and leapt back farther.

	Zombies must be attracted to screaming, flailing behavior because they suddenly all had an interest in me. I bolted toward the end of the block. They abandoned the arm and leg and followed, tottering faster than I imagined they could go and emitting a high-pitched keening sound.

	It occurred to me that I didn't need to stun them. I just needed to ditch them far enough away that I could collect the missing pieces and get back to the fracture before they caught up. Yeah, that should work.

	"Hey, over here! Can't catch me," I hollered as I pranced up the street ahead of them, running backward and waving my arms. I was the Pied Piper; they were the rats. This would be a lot easier than fighting them for the body parts.

	I danced into the next intersection. That's when I noticed the other zombies. Five came along the street from my left, six from my right, and when I turned around, four more shuffled in behind me. All of them had their heads in the air, sniffing. I looked down at the fresh blood on my shirt, and my hair stood on end despite my watch cap. Shit.

	I dodged around the three original zombies, burned rubber back to the arm, grabbed it and the leg, and staggered down the alley. A whole ravening pack of zombies flowed down the alley behind me, pushing, shoving, and knocking over garbage cans. Had the rats eaten the Pied Piper? I couldn't remember.

	I no longer cared what Higgins thought of me. Or anyone at DPS. I didn't care whether the mission was a success. I just wanted to get out alive.

	No time to thread more limbs in the harness or fetch the missing foot. I pulled the robe around the torso and tapped the navigation plate to life. Just like that, the body vanished into the fracture.

	I snatched up my own robe, jerked it on, and grabbed the arm and leg. I was still trying to close the robe over them when the first zombie reached for me. I side-stepped, tripped over the robe hem, and went down hard. The pack closed in. I stabbed at my control plate and screamed.
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	No ping-ponging around D-space this time. Just straight torture as my body dissolved in a shower of acid, soaking through my skin, then the underlying muscle, and finally eating away at my bones.

	"Not real, not real," I chanted, my mental shield against the aberrant experiences of D-space.

	Every transit of D-space seemed to take an eternity, but this transit seemed shorter than most. Before I'd dissolved to the molecular level, I plowed through the curtain of silver glitter to smack down in the E-Prime fracture chamber. The arm and leg wedged between my chest and the floor didn't soften my landing a bit. My head contacted the floor, and I saw stars.

	The clop of hooves registered in my demented brain, and I rolled to face the fracture. The motion spilled the bloody, chewed limbs out of my robe onto the floor.

	Three copies of Smokey strode to me and frowned down at the scattered body parts. I blinked a couple times, and the three demons merged into one. A long column of smoke flowed from his nostrils and drifted toward the ceiling.

	Smokey flicked a taloned hand at the mess. "Where is the part containing knowledge?"

	I struggled to my feet, wobbling like a drunk, and stared first at Smokey, and then at the dismembered scientist.

	"You have failed, Traveler," the demon said, scowling. "The Council will not be pleased."

	"But… but…" I'd done the best I could. Maybe I'd lost a few body parts in the attempt, but he had no call to ding me for it. I'd been outnumbered. I'd been wounded. The scratches on my arm still burned.

	The demon spun on his cloven hooves and stormed back to the fracture.

	"Soulless, you said." I took a crooked step after him, shook my fist in the air, and shrieked, "You didn't tell me they were effing zombies."

	Smokey disappeared through the fracture.

	I'd failed. Would DPS command see it that way? If I told them about being outnumbered, surely they'd understand my strategic retreat. If I told them about the zombies, they'd know for sure I was crazy. I'd edit the impossible creatures out of my mission report. I'd be a regular guy just doing his job.

	For a moment, I thought the conk on the head had knocked out my hearing. The fracture chamber was dead quiet. I turned around, staggering a little to maintain my balance.

	Armed guards pointed their weapons at me. Was it just me, or had they traded in their usual rifles for much bigger guns, ones with fat magazines? And they didn't usually wear flak jackets and helmets down here, did they? Was arriving drenched in blood, clinging to body parts not my own, and screaming about zombies a shooting offense?

	Beyond the guards, an audience of a dozen people—er, beings—stared at me, their expressions frozen in surprise—or possibly shock. Well, the humans and the Neans had expressions of surprise. I couldn't read Rap faces, but they watched, unblinking.

	So much for editing zombies out of my report. Maybe they hadn't heard me clearly. Maybe I could say they'd misunderstood. Maybe something logical rhymed with zombies that I could say I'd shouted instead. Nothing came immediately to mind.

	Colonel Juarez stood in the center of the group. He was around fifty and looked like his hair had migrated south. He was bald on top, but had bushy black eyebrows that nearly met in the middle over hooded mocha eyes, a thick nose, fleshy cheeks, and a full mouth. His eyes shifted from me to the carnage and back.

	I'd been told talents weren't expected to salute since they weren't part of the military, but I thought I ought to do something, if only I knew what. As head of DPS, he was technically my boss. I settled on a tentative nod and a half-smile.

	He didn't smile back. Since he also didn't order the guards to shoot me, I called it a win.

	A Nean priest no taller than me but years older stood beside Juarez. Like the other priests I'd seen, he wore an outlandish hat like a Catholic cardinal and a long golden robe. Tension showed around his eyes. He tightened his grip on his wooden staff. The symbols carved into the length of it took on a tiny glow. Just as quickly as it had come, the glow winked out, and his face became composed.

	The four Nean priests behind the old one were anything but composed. One screamed something in Nean and pointed at me. Two of them burst into a guttural chant and thumped their staffs on the floor in time with the jumble of syllables. The fourth, a redhead who would tower over me even without his silly hat, joined in, but he couldn't get the rhythm right. A shimmering pool of light leaped up around the group.

	The pool didn't encircle the humans—or the Raps.

	The four dinosaurs weren't like any scary velociraptors I'd seen in books—not that the rows of sharp teeth in their muzzles or the pointy claws at the ends of their digits weren't intimidating. They stood on their back legs but otherwise looked like large dogs covered in the soft down of an ostrich chick. Sammie said that was because they'd mutated—er, evolved—from what they'd been when they'd gone extinct in our dimension.

	The Raps had taken several steps back. Two of the little gray-brown dinos pointed wands my way, their postures stiff with tension. The other two gestured at me with their upper limbs and chattered like angry magpies.

	The yelling priest I dubbed Hothead pointed his staff at me. A slow-moving beam of wavering light undulated my direction. It stopped six feet away and hung there. Hothead bared his teeth and put more focus into it. His face turned a brilliant shade of scarlet from the effort. The beam grew brighter but came no closer.

	I stood as tall as my five-foot eight allowed and glared back. Their magic didn't work near me. I wouldn't back down, at least not from their light beams. If Hothead swung that staff instead of pointing it, I'd be far away in a nanosecond.

	A slender, chalky white Rap stepped from behind the group of its fellows. It gave the light beam a wide berth and stalked like a flamingo to stand beside the body. Its gaze flitted between the beam, the dead scientist, and me.

	Instead of the usual short, fluffy coat typical of Raps, this one's coat looked more like that of an Irish Setter, with smooth flowing fringes hanging down the chest, backs of the legs, and along the tail. It wore a tan vest that had a million bulging pockets and a tool belt hung with lots of shiny things I couldn't identify. I hadn't met many Raps, but I'd never seen one wear a stitch of clothing.

	The head tipped to one side and then the other. Blue-white eyes took in my robe. I realized I stood barefoot on the concrete, my shoes and the lower half of my uniform pants missing. The bottom of the robe hung in tatters. My pale naked calves were crisscrossed with bloody scratches. Embarrassment warmed my face.

	"The equipment performs even in this condition?" the white Rap said in speech so filled with clacks and trills that it was hard to recognize the words. "Pardon my frontness. We exchange names first. I am—"

	A shrill whistle from one of the other Raps cut into my eardrums. The white Rap glanced over its shoulder, dipped its snout at me, and stalked back to vanish behind the others.

	The elderly priest watched the proceedings with sharp interest. He touched Hothead's shoulder and spoke a few words. Hothead clamped his jaw and broke off his attack. The others stopped their chanting and thumping. The light vanished.

	The steel double-doors of the fracture chamber burst open, and the scariest man on the planet walked in: Capt. Samuels, head of DPS security and my girlfriend Sammie's dad. I still had the boot print on my stomach from our first meeting. He'd thought I was one of the bad guys then, but I didn't think that excused his behavior.

	"What's going on here?" He strode the length of the chamber to draw up beside the corpse.

	The guards took a step back to give him room and keep him out of their line of fire should they need to plug me. He snapped a salute to Colonel Juarez.

	"Flight Leader Falcon," Juarez said to the heavier of the chattering Raps before turning to the elderly Nean. "Your Highest Eminence Sacred Leader Schlauzauber Frommanisch. I regret this unfortunate interruption during our welcoming ceremony. Please accompany me to our conference center while Capt. Samuels handles this matter."

	"Unacceptable," Flight Leader Falcon squeaked. "The talent wears our equipment without our permission or knowledge. It must be returned immediately."

	Hothead rattled off something in Nean to the old priest, who nodded.

	"The Holy Order requires an explanation of the transgression in your dimension by a demon." The old priest pointed at what remained of the scientist, and his brow furrowed. "And of how a human comes to be in this state."

	Juarez flashed an unhappy look at me. He plastered on a stiff smile and addressed the group. "An explanation will be forthcoming as soon as we've adjourned to a setting more conducive to discussions—and had time to investigate. Please, this way."

	Juarez led the two groups out of the fracture chamber.

	I reached up to wipe my bloody nose, but it gushed instead of trickling like it usually did, adding to the mess already smearing my uniform. Doc stepped forward from where he'd been lurking by the doors and offered his handkerchief, which I gratefully accepted.

	Capt. Samuels loomed over me. He stared down with his steely blue eyes. His craggy face seemed more lined than before, but for someone who'd lost his son four days ago, he was remarkably composed. His nostrils flared, whether in anger or because of my stench, I couldn't be sure. I tensed and edged back.

	"Explain yourself." Samuels leaned closer.

	"Um… it's not my fault," I stammered. "The dismemberment, I mean."

	The captain arched an eyebrow. His eyes raked over my uniform, and his nose wrinkled. "You have fifteen minutes to clean up and be in my office, where I expect to hear a coherent report of your mission."

	Samuels turned to Doc and pointed at the scientist. "Get this man out of here. I want a preliminary report on cause of death by nineteen hundred hours."

	The captain spun on his heel and marched across the chamber. The guards at the door snapped to attention as he passed. I sucked in a deep breath and let it out.

	"Are you okay?" Doc gestured at my shirt. "How much of that blood is yours?"

	"Not that much." I offered Doc his blood-soaked handkerchief.

	Doc grimaced. "Keep it."

	He shook his head over the remains on the floor. "If I'm going to have a COD by nineteen hundred hours, I could use some help. Give me a hint. How'd Smith die?"

	"He was dead when I found him," I replied.

	"So you didn't see what happened?"

	"Just the taking apart part. His head was already missing. I brought back as much as I could."

	Doc placed a gentle hand on my shoulder. "You did well, River. Without your help, we would never have found him. At least now his family will have closure."

	I tried to push the horrible image of the zombies out of my head while I stripped off my shredded robe and harness. One of the soldiers took them from me without so much as a shiver. They were tough; real men, not wimps like me.

	We crossed to the door. A blonde talent stepped well back at our approach. I guess she didn't like comrades who comingled with demons. Or maybe it was the odor from my uniform.

	Outside in the quad, the sun had set, and stars twinkled overhead. The moon shown down on us, and I couldn't help thinking about the night Sammie and I made love by moonlight. I hoped we'd do it again soon, but I didn't want to push. I was half afraid she'd change her mind about me when she realized how crazy I was. Or her dad would find out and kill me.

	Which reminded me that I was due to face the homicidal man in less than fifteen minutes. I bid Doc goodbye and ran like a banshee for my quarters, all the while trying to think of a word that sounded like zombie.
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	My room was neat as a pin. I hadn't mastered making those military corners on the bed yet, but otherwise, I'd kept the place scrupulously clean in my three days with DPS. I'd never had a room of my own before. Heck, for the past fifteen years, I mostly hadn't had a roof over my head.

	I took pride in my tidy, beat-up desk, single bed, and twelve-by-twelve square of brown carpet, not that I had any possessions to leave lying around. Everything I owned fit in the bottom half of a backpack. But keeping things orderly helped me manage the schizophrenia.

	I stripped out of my uniform and drank from the showerhead in the attached bathroom while I washed off the blood and gore. Soap and hot water removed the smell but not the memory of guts slipping through my fingers. I scrubbed my hands extra hard.

	I wasn't sure what to do with my ruined uniform. I didn't want to leave it on the floor. If it stained the carpet, would I have to pay damages? Before I headed out the door, I scooped up the filthy shirt and tattered pants and dumped them on the shower floor. Then I scrubbed my hands again.

	I dashed across the quad to Administration, another of the three-story stone block buildings. Lights shone from most of the high, narrow windows, which was unusual, given the late hour.

	Losing the scientist seemed a very big deal. I hoped DPS appreciated my efforts to save him more than Smokey had. I just had to keep this job and make a few friends, for the sake of appearances. Then I'd be worthy of a wonderful person like Sammie. She'd never have to make excuses for me or be embarrassed to be in my company.

	Samuels' office was on the second floor. I took the stairs two at a time despite my fatigue and pounding headache. The last thing I needed was Capt. Samuels angry at me for being late.

	Samuels gave me the willies, but I was determined to keep it together while I told him my story. It wouldn't take long. I took three deep breaths, rolled my shoulders, and whispered ohm twice before I opened the office door.

	My punctuality didn't help Samuels' mood. He glowered at me from behind his desk where he stood with his hands clasped behind his back. I quivered in my sneakers, the only footwear I had after losing my official boots in the zombie dimension. The soft overhead light hummed Swing Low, Sweet Chariot off-key.

	"You will have noted, Mr. Madden, that high-level VIPs from the Raptor and Neanderthal dimensions are visiting us. They've assembled here to discuss recent events, of which you were a part."

	Samuels placed his fingertips on the edge of his desk. "Because of the actions of you and Talent Samuels, we have the Raps over a barrel. They owe us. We'll use their debt to negotiate increased access to their technology."

	He'd lost his son, nearly lost his daughter, and all he cared about was how he could leverage the loss? My stomach did a slow roll. I wanted to escape this monster and find Sammie.

	"We don't expect to have the Neans on our side. They're a superstitious, backward tribe with little interest in technology. And I won't allow this latest accident to derail our focus on forcing the Raps to share their tech. Nor will I tolerate other distractions. Don't become a distraction, Mr. Madden."

	I stood up straight and sucked in a breath, ready to assure him he didn't have to worry about me. I'd tell him my story and race back to my room. I was woefully behind in my reading and couldn't afford another screw-up in my classes.

	He spoke again before I could say a word.

	"I would have preferred a private debriefing of your retrieval efforts, but the Neanderthal and Raptor delegations insist that they be allowed to observe." Samuels leaned toward me, and his hard blue eyes narrowed. "Here's how it will go. You will answer their questions respectfully while telling them as little as possible. There will be none of your abnormal behavior or hysterical responses."

	I would have swallowed, but my mouth was dry as the desert. Frightened as I was of Samuels, I would have preferred telling my story to him alone instead of reciting it in front of the Raps and Neans. But maybe they didn't know enough about humans to recognize lies.

	And asking me to be normal under stress was like expecting an elephant to dance on the head of a pin. No amount of practicing normal behavior made it stick. I was doomed.

	"Let's go." Samuels swept around his desk and out the office door.

	I scrambled after him. We didn't go far—ten feet along the corridor and through another door marked Conference Room.

	The room was fifteen by twenty-five feet. Venetian blinds covered the windows, and the overhead light bulbs left dark shadows in the upper corners. A conference table occupied most of the space. Swivel chairs and Rap crouching stools ringed the table.

	The Raps, Neans, and humans all stood, their attention focused on the far end of the room where Hothead intoned a guttural chant. His staff and robe glowed soft yellow, and sheets of warm light flowed in waves over the table and seats. The light flickered and dimmed. My end of the table darkened.

	A cry rose from the younger Neans. The waving light retracted to form a shield around the Nean delegation, and Hothead pointed his staff at me. I couldn't help it. I snickered.

	Then I remembered Samuels' warning about being respectful. I could feel the captain's eyes boring into my temple. I resolved to act normal, make my report, and get the heck out of there. What sounds like zombies?

	Colonel Juarez gestured to the chairs. "Now that the blessing is complete and Captain Samuels and Mr. Madden have joined us, please be seated so we can begin."

	"His Highest Eminence Sacred Leader Schlauzauber Frommanisch cannot remain in a dimension where demons are welcomed," shouted Hothead, who still pointed his staff at me.

	The High Muckymuck priest raised a hand, spoke a word in Nean, and then switched to English. "Let us hear the Colonel out. If the human is possessed against his will, it will be our duty to assist him. Humans may not be aware of the risk demons pose. It is our sacred duty to educate them."

	Possessed against my will? Me? The demon would have gotten the short end of that stick.

	Hothead fell silent, and the light snuffed out. The old guy rolled back a chair, gave it a curious look, and sat. The three shorter, darker priests eschewed seats and clustered around their leader's back, staring daggers at me. The tall redhead lingered behind them and seemed more interested in how the swivel chairs worked than in who occupied the room.

	The chief Rap, Flight Leader Falcon, and his second-in-command settled on two of the backless Rap stools along one side of the table. The other two gray Raps, stunner wands still in paw, stepped back against the wall, eyes scanning the room. Their posture was unmistakable: bodyguards. The white Rap stood blinking at us all like an enthusiastic tourist at the zoo.

	Colonel Juarez sat opposite the Raps. Professor Higgins positioned himself next to the Neans. He looked my way and sniffed in disdain.

	A thin, dark-haired woman dressed in a tight black turtle-neck sweater and black slacks that accentuated her hourglass figure and extreme height sat to the left of Juarez. Her dark eyeshadow, high cheekbones, and pointy chin reminded me of a Halloween witch, although she didn't have the requisite hooked nose or warts. But she had the aura.

	Samuels pointed to a chair next to the woman. I took the hint and sat. Witchy Woman gave me an appraising look but didn't speak. Samuels flanked me. I felt like an insignificant mole hill squeezed between two towering mountains.

	The white Rap flitted past its own kind and nabbed a human-style chair directly across from me. It threaded its tail out the side and perched on the front edge. It couldn't be comfortable. The other Raps studiously ignored the white.

	I scooted my chair forward until the edge of the table pressed hard against my ribs, and then I gripped the chair seat with both hands, determined not to rock. I'd play it cool. I wouldn't say anything to embarrass the brass in front of the others. I'd be in control. Ohm.

	Behind me, the first whispers of an invisible chorus started. Failed, interrogation, and torture surfaced in the incomprehensible hiss of their conversations. I resisted the urge to glance over my shoulder. Not real.

	"Today's meeting was called in response to the recent attack on the Raptor's home dimension, R-Prime," Colonel Juarez said. "In the interest of improved relations between all our dimensions, I would like to begin by letting Flight Leader Falcon elaborate about how Raptor-backed humans came to be in possession of E-Prime talents used as unwilling test subjects in fracturing experimentation."

	The flight leader chirped, possibly to clear its throat. "We have already provided sufficient explanation. Of more importance is that humans possess our technology without authorization. After the attack on our dimension, your super-talent," he waved a paw at me, "raided the combatants' camp and stole our technology. You will return it at once."

	"Did not!" I said. Samuels' head jerked my direction. Oops.

	"You argue over possession of devices when demons breach the barriers of the human dimension?" Hothead said.

	Juarez ignored Hothead and spoke to Falcon with calm determination. "We'd like to focus on how those criminals came to be in possession of your technology and our humans, and what measures we can institute to assure it doesn't happen in the future."

	"We do not interfere in the cultural affairs of others." Chirps and whistles interrupted the smooth flow of Flight Leader Falcon's words. "If you wish to assure your safety from your own kind, take responsibility for it: change your brutal human ways."

	"Not interfere?" I gasped. "You were supplying them!"

	All eyes turned my direction. There was a pause. Higgins' words about starting a multidimensional incident blared in my head. I wedged my tongue between my molars and bit down. Be cool, River. It was an impossible goal.

	"Perhaps, sir," said Samuels, "we should debrief Mr. Madden about the latest incident and continue this discussion after he's dismissed."

	Yeah, debrief and get out, maybe look for Sammie. If her dad was back already, she must be here, too. Sammie would tell me what on report meant and how to fix things with Higgins. I didn't want to be fired after just three days. Keep the job. Make friends. Make Sammie proud.

	"Yes." Falcon's flat black eyes looked into mine, and I shivered. "Begin with how you acquired the equipment you used to retrieve the unfortunate human lost from the platform."

	"Sure." My hands tightened on my chair as I thought about what the Raps allowed to happen to the super-talents Sammie and I rescued. "One of your Rap buddies thought I was one of your human buddies and gave it to me when I visited R-Prime."

	Falcon and his second exchanged chirps and squawks. For the first time since we'd sat down, the white Rap turned its attention from me to its companions. The head tipped left, then right, like a bird checking for an approaching cat.

	"The theft of your precious technology is nothing." Hothead leaned over the table and swept his staff over the group. "The appearance of demons takes precedence over all."

	The old Nean raised a hand that stopped his junior priest. Hothead bared his teeth at me. It's possible I bared mine back in an unfriendly smile. Behind Hothead, the redheaded priest narrowed his eyes, first at Hothead, and then at me. I looked away first.
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