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	My feet sped over the jogging path beside the river, a madman in hoodie, jeans, and backpack, racing toward the setting sun. Winds of change gusted behind my eyes, and the world tilted off kilter. The ribbon of asphalt that lead back to Centralia, Kansas city center disintegrated into a storm of silver glitter. Aw, hell. Another psychotic break coming to a neighborhood near me.

	The Dark Place sucked me in. Fire peeled back my flesh until my skin melted away. Then muscles scorched, enveloping me in a sickening stench. Heat bent my bones, shattering them into a thousand shards. Only my hysterical thoughts remained. Songs of demons wailed in my consciousness, and I wondered if this time I'd go permanently insane. Maybe I already was.

	"Not real," I chanted, clinging to sanity through the hellish pain. "Not real, not real."

	The tattooed runes that circled both my wrists itched worse than a million spider bites. Clouds of nightmares scudded away from hideous fairytale trolls, giant two-headed snakes, and a three-headed dog. They all fled from an enormous demon I thought might be Satan himself. He strode on cloven hooves through a landscape of fire and crystal and inside-out structures that couldn't possibly exist, where up was down and down was up, but none of that mattered because the creatures inhabiting the space simply ignored gravity.

	"Not real. Survive. Done it before, do it again," I whispered as I streaked through the aberrant landscape.

	After what seemed eternity, another onslaught of blinding silver glitter whirled around me. Like a kaleidoscope being twisted, the glitter showed first a late autumn pasture, then a dark, rain-swept alley, followed by an apocalyptic cityscape, all soot-covered ruins. One of them was real; the others not. Which one?

	"Please let it be the pasture," I prayed. "I like cows. Cows are nice."

	A bruising thump against my chest signaled the return of sanity. It could have been worse—I could have landed on the asphalt of the rainy alley instead of the garbage pile. Cannon blasts of pain throbbed through my head, a trickle of blood ran from my nose, and my heart raced. I waited. Right on cue, my stomach arrived, twisting in contortions that made me retch.

	I rolled over on a mountain of garbage-stuffed plastic bags surrounding an overflowing dumpster that backed up against a two-story brick building, typical of the style in Centralia's older downtown district. Yep, garbage collectors out on strike again. Lucky me. The rain turned to sleet, and I shivered, my toes and fingers aching from the chill. Despite the cold and the need to get up, I lay there unmoving, too exhausted to make the effort.

	Down the alley to the west, a single light above a door marked Soo Ling's Chinese Take-away struggled valiantly against the darkness, and I took stock, just to reassure myself that I was intact. Two feet, long toes. Two scrawny white legs none the worse for wear. Hip bones jutting against skin, stark ribs you could play a tune on. Thin arms, dark blue wrist tattoos still itching like mad. Male body parts intact, not that I had any chance with girls. What woman would date a psychotic schizophrenic who woke up naked in alleys wondering where he was and how he'd gotten there?

	"Don't go there, River," I said. "Think survival. Clothes first."

	Why did I always end up in the buff after a damn break? What the heck did I do with my clothes while I was crazy? How long was I loony? It had been sunset when I left reality, and now it was pitch black—maybe a different day. Was I even in Centralia? Once I'd awoken halfway across the country from the town I'd been in before the break, but I couldn't remember how I'd gotten there.

	Across the alley and off to the east, the back wall of another brick building shimmered with a coating of silver sparkles. Shadows moved where the wall should be, and glimpses of the darkening cow pasture overlaid the broken city. I shivered again, the smell of my burning flesh still clinging to my memory.

	"Not real."

	As I gathered the strength to rise, the demon stepped through the shimmery wall. I sucked in freezing air and choked. He looked even bigger than he had in the Dark Place, all of eight feet. Fur or dense black hair wrapped the legs and hips above his cloven hooves. Chest and arm muscles bulged under ruddy skin. The fingers ended in long, sharp talons. His face looked like a bull's head. Curly mountain goat horns graced each side of it, and a third, stumpy horn stuck up off the top of his skull like a stubborn cowlick. Glassy black eyes looked straight at me, while little puffs of smoke whispered from bovine nostrils with each powerful breath.

	"Not real," I reminded myself uselessly, because he sure seemed real, and my nervous system responded like he was real. Generally, my demonic hallucinations took the shape of three-foot tall gargoyles that crossed the edges of my vision, disappearing when I turned to look, not huge suckers like this one, standing in plain view. Damn, what a fine imagination I have, I thought as I tried to breathe normally. Too bad I didn't have paper and pencil handy. A sketch of him would sell for a couple of bucks to the Goth kids who hung around the park.

	The demon turned his massive head toward the west end of the alley up past Soo Ling's, as though listening for something. Then he twisted it to the wall he'd just stepped through and listened again. Big streams of smoke snorted from his nostrils, and the corners of his mouth curved in a smile. But cows can't smile. With a last look at me, he trotted off to the east. His hooves clip-clopped against the asphalt as he receded into the darkness. My lungs drew in a deep breath at last.

	"Stop staring at things that aren't there, River," I advised myself, "and get some covering before you freeze to death."

	Plenty to choose from, a veritable scrounger's feast. I picked up the garbage sacks one after another with a connoisseur's eye, inspecting each for holes and the ripeness of their contents. Finding nothing to my liking, I minced over to another mountain of bin bags burying a second dumpster beside Soo Ling's door. I wouldn't go east toward the sparkly wall. Something about it called to me in a way I didn't like.

	The first time I'd woken up naked after a psychotic episode, I looked for help before I covered myself. Six delightful months in a mental ward convinced me I'd always wrap in something before venturing into the world. Cops were much less sympathetic to the mentally ill than to a homeless twenty-something who passed for sixteen and dressed in garbage bags while he claimed to have been mugged for his clothes.

	I found a lovely cinch-style bag that, with the bottom torn open, made a knee-length skirt I could tighten at my waist. It smelled mildly of rotten vegetables. Over my head, the light bulb sang Frosty the Snowman off-key while I shook harder. I hated light bulbs. Tone deaf the lot of them. I scrubbed at my scalp where a hundred thousand tiny ant feet did the Cha Cha in waves.

	"Not real," I growled. "No ants." But the feet danced on undeterred.

	I completed my glossy, all-black ensemble with a second bag in which I tore head and arm holes. I tried not to gag on the odor of sour milk emanating from the plastic, but at least it protected me from the biting wind. If only someone had tossed out a pair of trainers and a watch cap, I'd be in heaven. Thank goodness my tattoos no longer itched.

	I was scrounging for a final bag to use as a hood and cape when the alley blazed with light. I pulled back into the darkness beside the dumpster, assuming a passing squad car had turned its spotlight toward me. The light went out, and I heard people, real ones. Or at least I thought they were real.

	"Gear up," a gruff male voice ordered. "Keep the noise down so we don't attract a black-and-white. We don't want the local precinct on our case, and remember—no witnesses. Stun whoever you see whether they're a talent or not."

	"Yes, sir," two voices answered in unison, one male, and one female. Both sounded young and excited. Oh, joy, overeager trainees out to prove how tough they were. Not a good night for the denizens of the streets.

	"And don't get too close to the fracture. It's a big one. Sammie, you have the cuffs ready?"

	The chipper female voice replied, "Yes, sir."

	I peeked around the edge of the dumpster, expecting to see a patrol cruiser. At the mouth of the alley to the west, a floating stone tablet six inches thick and maybe seven feet across hovered above the pavement. Hieroglyphs ringed its edges, pulsing with faint light. A little mushroom thingy rose up a couple of feet in the center, and a large dog that wasn't quite a dog sat with its front paws resting on the mushroom cap. Impossible, I thought. It's a police car. The light bulb above the restaurant door began to hum the Dragnet theme.

	An escapee from a costume party stood on the stone platform beside the dog. He wasn't any taller than me, maybe five foot eight, but probably weighed twice what I did. He wore a ludicrous ankle-length gold lamé robe and a matching hat that belonged on a Roman Catholic cardinal. He had a tall, softly glowing staff in his right hand, and he tapped it on the edge of the platform in time with the pulsing light. Outside my psychotic breaks, I didn't normally have such large and complex hallucinations. I worried that I might be losing it.

	Three silhouettes advanced on me. I could barely make them out in the darkness of the alley. Two tall and one rather short, they wore all black—berets, uniform shirts, loose pants, and soft shoes. The clothing didn't look right for regular officers. Berets on city cops? No shiny badges or buttons? Maybe they were SWAT?

	Oh, hell! My throat closed. Had I wandered into the middle of a drug bust? Or was some suspect holed up in one of the buildings along the alley, maybe with a hostage? But where were their rifles? They swung flashlights and carried what looked like plastic wands from a magic shop. The wands were too thin to be either billy clubs or cattle prods, both of which I'd experienced during my fifteen years on the streets.

	I eyed the dark alley behind me as tingling fear climbed up my spine. I needed to either get out of there or hide. Sometimes I saw imaginary things; sometimes I saw real things differently from how they were. Whoever these people were, my brain thought they were a threat, or I wouldn't visualize them as cops. Johnny Law was no friend of mine.

	Garbage bags rustled across the alley. A lightning bolt leaped from a wand and cracked against a dumpster near the sound. A calico cat screeched and tore away into the darkness. I ducked low. The after-image of the bolt burned on my retinas and my knees shook.

	"You'll never live that one down, Griff," the female officer laughed.

	"That's enough," the older officer said. "Griff, identify your target before you shoot. Unnecessary weapons' fire attracts attention we're trying to avoid."

	They were too close for me to sprint away. Besides, the sparkly wall was down the alley. I eased back, intending to wedge myself between the dumpster and the building, where my attire would camouflage me nicely. I was doing great until I brushed against a loose bag, and it rolled down the heap to crash on the asphalt. Oops.

	"What's that?" the one called Griff asked, pointing his wand my way.

	"Sammie, take lead," the older officer said. "Watch your tracker. If the talent's running hot, back off. You don't want to get sucked into a new fracture."

	Footsteps pattered along the alley, and flashlight beams swung my direction. I crouched among the bags, uncertain whether to raise my hands and come forward. I opted to hunker lower and put a bag on my head.

	"Meow," I crooned, doing my best cat imitation.

	A flashlight beam passed too close for comfort, and someone waded through the trash, kicking it aside. A clicking sound tapped faster the closer it got to me. I held my breath, my heart pounding like a demented drummer in a heavy metal band. I had my back to the wall and no place to go. My pursuer reached the dumpster and stopped not three feet away.

	"It's okay," Sammie's soft female voice assured. "We've come to take you home. You'll be safe now."

	Home? How would she manage that when I didn't have one? But her voice: so kind, so caring. No one had spoken to me that way before. No one had made me safe—not even Jimmy—through all the years. Something inside me ached.

	"Whoever it is can't understand you, Sammie. They're crazy, remember? Just stun 'em and get the cuffs on so we can get out of here," Griff grumbled. "Wish we'd worn our slickers."

	"We're looking for a lost human being, one who deserves respect and dignified treatment, not some feral animal," she replied.

	"Get your minds on the mission, or you'll both be on report," the sergeant ordered. "Can you see the talent? Is it male or female?"

	"Can't tell," she said. "Seems to be buried in the trash."

	Sammie stood in the dim pool of illumination from Soo Ling's light and swept her left arm in front of her. Dark hair pulled back into a short ponytail accentuated her oval face. Thin brows angled down in concentration over exotic Asian eyes, a cute button nose, and a narrow, pouty mouth. All she lacked were pointy ears to make her an elfin princess.

	The clicking came from a black lump on her wrist. Her arm pointed my direction, and the clicking grew louder and faster. The young cop moved to back her up.

	"Come on out," she soothed. "I won't hurt you." She took a step forward.

	A deafening boom ripped from the east end of the alley, blasting her sideways against the metal container with a sickening thud. She slumped on the bags in front of me.

	Three cloaked men looking like Harry Potter wannabes strode out of the darkness down by the sparkly wall. I could see only half their faces under their hoods. Banana-shaped… somethings in their hands pointed at the cops. There must be a Halloween party in the neighborhood, I thought. Or maybe it's a full moon and all the crazies are out.

	One of them extended his banana gun, and a second boom followed the first. The young male cop flew backward and slammed down on the pavement. My blood turned to ice. Voices shouted, and streaks of electricity arced from the third cop's wand toward the new arrivals. The new guys continued their forward march unfazed, long black robes swaying with their steps.

	"Retreat!" ordered a parrot voice, complete with clicks and whistles. It came from the cruiser at the end of the alley.

	Feet ran toward the patrol car, followed by another ear-splitting boom. Blinding light flashed, and the black robes stopped. One of them chuckled.

	"Enough," said another, walking toward the cop who now lay deathly still in the middle of the alley. "Take the DC's tracker and find the talent. He's still here, or the collection team would have been gone already."

	The chuckler waded into the garbage. When he reached Sammie, he knelt beside her and unstrapped the black lump from her wrist. It was too big for a watch—more the size of a cell phone. He extended it in my direction, and the clicking became a blur of static, like a Geiger counter.

	"Found him," he called to his compatriot. "This DC's still alive."

	"Finish her and get the talent back to the fracture," the first black robe replied.

	Finish? As in kill? Where the hell was her sergeant? What about the officer with the dog at the patrol car? Why weren't they helping their fallen comrade? Fear squeezed my chest. I couldn't let this happen and live with myself, but I was unarmed and useless in a fight. She seemed so nice, so caring. He pointed his sonic banana gun at her. As I tensed to spring, the third black robe screamed.

	The demon towered behind the third black robe, his nostrils billowing smoke and his talons planted deep in the man's head. He extracted his claws and licked globs of shiny white goo from them while the man stood paralyzed. My stomach flip-flopped, and I shrank lower.

	The demon bent close and whispered in his victim's ear. His victim fired his weapon, and the chuckler's head ripped through the back of his hood, splattering blood, brains, and scraps of fabric on the wall above me. The edge of the shock wave blew my garbage bag hat off, and my ears ached from the sound.

	The first black robe fired at the demon and his prey, and the poor guy burst like an overripe watermelon dropped from a great height. The demon roared, uninjured, his heavy bull nose wrinkling to bare pointy un-cow-like teeth.

	This couldn't be real. I might see gargoyles, but I knew they didn't exist. Neither did eight-foot demons or banana guns that shot killer sonic waves. The demon took a step toward me, his eyes intent on the female officer.

	The back door of the Chinese restaurant opened, and a wizened old Asian man shuffled through, garbage in hand. He saw the chuckler's body and stopped. Then he looked at the remaining black robe and dropped his bag, oblivious to the demon clopping toward us. So Black Robe at least was real. I'd sort out the demon later.

	I rose from the garbage, scooped the cop onto my shoulder, and pushed through the open door. Thank goodness she was small, probably not more than ninety-five pounds soaking wet, which she was. The old man grabbed my arm and tried to toss me out, but I shrugged him off.

	"Muggers!" I screamed. "Gang fight! Lock the friggin' door!"

	As I charged through the kitchen, I heard the door slam behind me. I plunged into the main seating area, thinly sprinkled with staring, open-mouthed customers. Downtown Centralia—if that's where I was—didn't have a lot of nightlife. They'd probably get charged extra for my entertainment value. A boom echoed from the kitchen as I reached the front entrance, followed by the crash of the back door hitting something. I hoped the old guy had gotten clear.

	I snatched a trench coat from the rack by the door, exited, and made a right, half jogging, half staggering past the restaurant windows with Sammie on my shoulder. Amazing how a good jolt of adrenaline could increase strength. Another boom and the window glass exploded, spraying me. My bare feet slid on the sleet-coated sidewalk. My legs burned, and my back bowed lower with every step. I gulped air and stumbled faster toward the end of the block, but I knew it wouldn't be fast enough, not carrying the cop. I couldn't leave her. Black Robe wanted her dead.

	Storefronts dropped away, replaced by a corner parking lot with an attendant kiosk standing by the far exit. I race-walked across the lot to the kiosk. To my relief, the little building was unlocked. I plunked her on the floor as gently as I could, dragged on the too-big trench coat, and stepped out, closing the door. A city bus rolled past on the cross street and pulled over at the corner to pick up a passenger. I ran like hell for the bus stop.

	Black Robe arrived at the parking lot in time to see me leap onto the bus. His banana gun fired, the side of the bus near the front dented in, and half the windows burst. The driver stared, first at the windows, and then at me.

	"Mugger!" I shouted. "Drive!"

	The bus lurched forward, dumping me on the floor. I looked up into the face of a thirty-something businessman sitting behind the driver, and fear looked back. His bloodless face matched the white dress shirt under his business suit. He clutched a fat blue gym bag to his stomach and glanced over his shoulder where wind whistled in the broken windows.

	Someone huddled on the floor between the seats about halfway down, and a striking blonde woman hunkered in a seat near the back. She wore a waitress uniform, and despite the glass speckling her clothes and hair, peered down the aisle at me with such confidence and intensity that it scared me. Lunatic, I thought. Thrill seeker. She probably gawked at road wrecks.

	"Stay down!" I yelled, scrambling to my feet to look out the back. Black Robe pounded past the kiosk without glancing at it. I squatted beside the driver, thrilled with my brilliant planning. Crazy didn't mean stupid.

	The engine roared for a block, and then the driver backed off as he approached a red light.

	"Keep going!" I shouted. "Go, go!"

	Another boom took out the back window and the bus driver's head. Gore splattered the windshield. The driver's headless body slumped onto the steering wheel. The bus wobbled along the street. I swore. What a fool I'd been to gloat over my cleverness.

	I hauled the dead driver's torso back with one hand and spun the steering wheel with the other, my knuckles white on the wheel. I kicked his foot from the accelerator and pressed down with my own. We flew around a corner too fast, clipped a parked car with a screech of metal, and zig-zagged on down the street. As we crossed our second intersection, a car t-boned us. The bus spun like a ballerina on the icy street until it crashed into the front window of a carpet shop.

	My shoulder smashed against the windshield. I looked around, trying to get my bearings. The businessman had thumped his forehead against the driver's seat and appeared dazed. He'd dropped the gym bag beside his shiny dress shoes. A gym bag meant workout clothes, and no one wore dress shoes in a gym, did they? We'd only gained a block or two on Black Robe. If I was going to lead him away from the cop lady, I needed shoes. My feet ached from the cold.

	I slammed the door control open and snatched the gym bag. The damn thing was heavier than I expected. I didn't have time to worry about it. Sirens wailed in the distance, and running down the center of the street barely a block and a half behind came Black Robe. No time to dig out shoes.

	I vaulted from the bus and sprinted along the sidewalk, trying to keep parked cars between Black Robe and me until I could get around a corner. Black Robe's gun thundered once, rocking me with a near miss and setting off a cacophony of car alarms. I hurtled south at the next cross street, my shoulder blades crawling in expectation of another shot.

	I headed though a business district toward a seedy residential neighborhood where I could give my pursuer the slip once I'd led him far, far from the police woman. She'd be safe. I'd be a hero. I smiled, regaining my confidence. Then I remembered the dead bus driver. My fault. My hands clenched on the handle of my stolen bag, and I ran faster.

	Turning another corner, I pulled up under a street lamp and peeked back. Black Robe labored on at a dog trot, tiring badly. My feet were killing me. I needed shoes, and now I had time to put them on. I dropped the gym bag on the sidewalk and unzipped it.

	No shoes.

	Just stacks and stacks of money.
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	God hated me. He didn't talk to me, but I got the message. The bag held enough money to buy every pair of trainers in the city—if only shoe shops were open all night. And somewhere out there, a man wanted his cash back, probably a man with a lousy sense of humor who didn't want to hear about a homeless guy desperate for footwear.

	Who carried a million bucks in a gym bag? Some rich lawyer paying a ransom for his kidnapped child? A politician buying off a blackmailer? Maybe a crime lord's minion on his way to a drug purchase? An environmentally minded minion with an eye on the bottom line, one who rode public transport? Yeah, right.

	I considered leaving the bag right there on the sidewalk. But the bagman had seen me, and I wasn't leaving town until I checked on the lady cop. If he caught me, I'd be in marginally less hot water if I could return the money. Maybe he'd only break my arms and legs.

	This wasn't the neighborhood to flash cash. Every shabby shadowed doorway suddenly seemed like a hiding place for muggers and thugs; every darkened parked car filled with watchers waiting for me to trot past so they could whip out and whisk away the bag. I shivered, and not from the cold wind soughing down the pavement.

	The sound of running feet came to me over the distant wail of police sirens, ambulances, and fire trucks. Shit, Black Robe. I bolted down the middle of the street where I had more hope of avoiding broken glass and spotting lurkers. I needed to stay far enough ahead of my pursuer that he couldn't pop me with his sonic banana gun, but not so far ahead that he gave up the chase. The farther he followed me, the safer the cute lady officer in the kiosk would be. I worried about her. She'd hit that dumpster hard. What if she needed medical attention? What if she died because no one found her? I had to protect her from Black Robe first, and then I could think about helping her.

	The sleet turned to rain. I ran on past increasingly decrepit businesses and a flea-bag hotel. A couple of prostitutes huddled in the doorway, seeking refuge from the miserable weather. At least I was suitably attired in the latest waterproof fashion. Black Robe followed, but he'd stopped shooting. I hoped he was out of ammo.

	My garbage bag outfit became a sauna, but my toes were numb from the slush melting on the street. The gym bag got heavier by the minute, and the dark sky seemed to hunker down on the streetlights. The city must be having an air quality alert. Not-quite smoke mixed with not-quite fog and wafted over the rooftops. Or maybe I was hallucinating the amorphous black clouds the same as I glimpsed the occasional gargoyle hidden behind a fire hydrant or disappearing into a doorway.

	I was pretty sure I wasn't hallucinating the guy slumped on the pavement under an awning, laughing maniacally to himself. Or the half-dressed couple having slow-motion sex on a car hood despite the cold and wet. Their heads turned to watch me pass, but their eyes had a glazed, unfocused look. I didn't remember Centralia having quite such a drug problem. I drew the trench coat tighter to ward off the strangeness.

	I wanted some decent clothes and a dry place to sleep for the night so the hallucinations would abate. Then maybe I could think straight about what I'd seen in the alley. But I also wanted to check on the lady cop. Who was she? Why were they all looking for me? I wasn't getting what I wanted until I ditched my shadow a safe distance from city center. Just my luck to be chased by a bad guy so out of shape I had to work to not lose him.

	We slow-trotted south out of the business district through a neighborhood of ancient hovels with unkempt yards decorated by junked-out autos, broken appliances, and knee-high weeds. A red sports car roared by and pulled to the curb at a ruined house in the next block. The car horn sounded, and a teenage boy loped out to do business with the driver while two hoodlums lounged on the porch, watching. Their transaction complete, the car sped away, and the boy darted into the house again. I'd found the local crack house and veered away to avoid contact with any lookouts.

	After another half mile, I sprinted ahead and into an alley. Halfway down, I ducked into the shadow of a leaning garage and looked back the way I'd come. I scrubbed at my scalp where the ants still danced. If I didn't get a hat soon, I'd go psycho. Well, more psycho.

	Black Robe wobbled past the alley without stopping, gasping like a guy headed for a coronary. I waited, holding my breath. In a moment, he was back, swiveling one way and another. He looked down at something in his hands, and I could hear the faint slow tick, the same tick I'd heard coming from the police woman. What the hell? They had some kind of crazy homeless man detector? My heart rate went into overdrive.

	Risking life, limbs, and the soles of my feet, I cut through a back yard and out to the street. If Black Robe could find me half a block away, I had some serious running to do to lose him permanently. I'd been chased by the best: skinheads seeking sport, an angel dust addict armed with an ax, and cops cruising for emotional release through therapeutic beatings of bums. Nobody caught me. Ever.

	I continued south and east through the blighted houses for a mile or more before turning north, still running hard and looking back every few minutes. Black Robe had to be far behind. He'd be searching the slums for me for hours.

	I found a ramshackle house, door and windows boarded up, and roof losing shingles. A detached single-car garage stood at the back of the property, nearly swallowed by weeds, alone and forlorn in the dark and rain.

	The garage door stood ajar. I slipped inside, glad to be out of the weather and standing on a dry floor, even if it was dirt. The neighbor's back porch light shone through a cracked window. I caught a snatch of Singing in the Rain. Great. A halogen with incandescent wit.

	I crouched on the floor and rocked. Should I call the cops? In my experience, they were more interested in closing cases to make their numbers look good than in catching the guilty party. As someone with a mental illness, I'd be a prime candidate to take the blame for the deaths in the alley. I could see the headline: Schizophrenic flips out, kills three. At least I had witnesses to what happened to the bus driver.

	Then there was the problem of the money. If the bagman had a legitimate reason for carrying all that cash, he'd report me, and I'd be guilty as charged. They'd put me away forever. If it was dirty money, the moment I came forward, the owner would know who I was and where to find me. For my own safety, I needed to avoid the police and get out of town.

	Most troubling, what the hell did Black Robe and the lady cop want? Had I done something bad—something criminal—while I'd been in the throes of the psychotic break? I wished I could remember. That didn't explain why two groups seemed to be willing to fight to the death over possession of me, or why the first group didn't want the local police to know they were there. Had I stolen a top-secret rocket formula? Overheard a powerful politician plotting a hit?

	I had no answers, but the lady cop waiting in the kiosk did. Dare I approach her? If she didn't know whether I was male or female, would she recognize me? What did she know about me? Could she tell me who I was, or why my family abandoned me? No, I didn't care about my past anymore. I'd left it behind fifteen years ago, and I wouldn't look back. I pushed away a haunting longing and scrubbed at my scalp where the ants still partied.

	I didn't know how bad the lady cop was injured. If no one found her and she died, her death would be on my hands. I couldn't bear that. Maybe the guys with her were jerks, but she'd seemed so kind. Bad enough her team left her behind; I wouldn't do the same. I had to check on her, get her medical help if she needed it. Get her to tell me what she knew before I headed south.

	By standing on a workbench nailed to the garage wall, I could just reach some sheets of plywood stored overhead on the ceiling joists. I pulled a wad of bills from a stack and wrestled the gym bag and its remaining booty onto the plywood, out of sight.

	Without the bag, I jetted toward the business district, stopping once to stare at a hulking, burned-out manufacturing plant that marked the edge of the residential area. Built at the turn of the century as a foundry, the high-ceilinged interior was crisscrossed with huge beams used to support suspended trolleys and conveyor belts. Then it got converted to a pie factory. But when had it burned? I always had memory problems after a break. Names changed, buildings moved. It rattled me. What else had I forgotten?

	The Salvation Army Thrift Store was exactly where it should be and intact. Relief swelled in me. It wasn't open in the middle of the night, but I'd shopped its discards before. I scoped out the place, then jogged across the parking lot to two enormous dumpsters.

	One of the dumpsters contained a lot of broken junk 'donated' by cheapskates who didn't want to pay tipping fees at the dump. The other was packed with clothing donations too badly worn out to sell. I climbed in. Five minutes of scrounging and I wore jeans torn out in the knees and frayed at the hems, a faded gray t-shirt with a rip in the right armpit, and a red, threadbare hooded sweatshirt with holes in the elbows. Delightful.

	I dug nearly to the bottom before I came across some cheap tennis shoes a size too big. I ripped up my garbage bag skirt and stuffed wads of plastic in the toes, and then I used the leftover cinch tie as a belt. I prided myself on my recycling. A grungy brown backpack with the front pocket torn off caught my eye, and I snatched it.

	I emerged from the dumpster feeling human again. After checking to be sure no one watched, I pulled out my roll of bills and looked at it under the parking lot lights. Great. Nothing but hundreds. Those wouldn't attract any attention coming from a guy dressed in rags. I stuffed a few under the insole of each shoe, in my sweatshirt and jeans pockets, and in the backpack. I took that old adage about eggs and baskets seriously. I tossed the bloodstained trench coat in the dumpster.

	My next stop was the Night Owl Pharmacy, a place ready to service the suddenly sick or those who remembered an anniversary in the middle of the night. I guess they didn't worry about getting robbed despite their late business hours.

	The clerk, a fat guy going prematurely bald, gave me the evil eye while I browsed. I picked up a bottle of water, aspirin for my still-throbbing head, two pairs of socks, and a cheap plastic rain poncho in a little snap pouch. Then I splurged on two granola bars. Oh, the decadence!

	In the personal care aisle, I snatched a hairbrush, toothbrush, and little travel tube of toothpaste. No shaving tackle required—I'd never grown hair on my face, a blessing when I wanted to pass for a kid, and a curse when I needed a disguise. I plucked a black watch cap off a display near the registers, dumped the whole mess on the counter, and waited while the clerk rang it up. The four rows of fluorescent lights hummed a funeral dirge.

	When I handed the clerk a hundred, his eyes popped open despite the late hour. He crinkled the bill, held it up to the light, checked it against something under the counter, and stared at me.

	"Last of my disability check," I said.

	"I can't change something this big this time of night," he replied, but he didn't hand the bill back.

	"Oh." I gazed around the store, wandered the aisles, and returned with two space blankets over-priced at nearly seven bucks each.

	The clerk added them to my purchase, frowned at the total, and shook his head. "Nope, still can't do it."

	The ants formed a conga line on my head and danced happily across my scalp. I knew for an absolute fact that if I didn't get socks—two pairs—on soon, my feet would develop some horrible fungal rot and disintegrate. I wasn't good with confrontation.

	"How about if you keep a ten spot for a tip?" I said, thinking he could use it to buy Rogaine and turn his love life around. If only mine were that easily fixed.

	He leered at me, punched open the register, and proffered my change.

	When he'd swept all my stuff into bags, he said, "Big wreck couple blocks west. Somebody grabbed a bus. Lots of cops crawling the streets looking for the hijacker. They say he's some punk kid high on drugs. He killed the driver."

	###

	Wanted for murder. How could that be? I wasn't the one shooting up the neighborhood. I guess the passengers on the bus hadn't set the cops straight about what happened. I was so distraught I wandered two blocks east before remembering that I needed to put on the watch cap and socks. I stepped into the doorway of a tattoo parlor with garish dragons painted on the window and donned the new apparel.

	I hadn't killed the driver, but as someone with a mental illness, I'd be an easy target for the blame. Who'd believe me when I said a creep in wizard robes murdered the poor guy? Geez, I hope the driver doesn't have a family waiting at home. Energy drained away from me like water down a sewer pipe. I needed to get out of town, but I stood frozen on the sidewalk.

	Keep moving, River. They can't get you if you just keep running. But what about the lady cop? She could be dying in that kiosk, and that was a death I could prevent. I should find a pay phone, dial 9-1-1, and send an ambulance. Then I should leave before the cops caught me. Or the owner of all that cash. Or Black Robe. Yeah, that would work. My feet remained glued to the concrete.

	I dug out the aspirin and washed two tablets down with a swig from the water bottle, adjusted my cap, fussed with the poncho, and rocked back and forth, back and forth. By now, the lady cop's team should have come back for her. But would they? They were untrustworthy; they'd abandoned her without a fight. No one deserved to be abandoned by those they relied on.

	I should call the police. But her sergeant said they didn't want the police involved. Maybe they were on some covert mission, and I'd blow it if I turned her in. What would the mission matter if she died? What were they looking for in the alley? Why did they have a device that reacted to my presence? I was no one special. I had to know.

	Drawing a deep breath, I plotted a course that would take me to First Avenue, a few blocks east from where I'd wrecked the bus. My feet moved slowly, and then they accelerated into a steady run that didn't stop until I reached my destination. I peeked around the corner and saw controlled pandemonium.

	Yards and yards of yellow tape fluttered in the breeze, as though some gigantic mad spider had woven a web around the buildings, the cars, and the bus. Blue lights rotated on top of cop cruisers that blocked both ends of the street, preventing any hapless drivers from wandering into the spider's trap. Racks of portable lights shone on and inside the bus, where forensic cops gathered evidence. A hulking great tow truck waited with its own flashing red turret, prepared to haul away the dead carcass of the bus.

	Even being three blocks away from all those cops sent an electric shock up my spine. I couldn't outrun a bullet. I put my head down and crossed the street heading north. I also kept my eyes peeled for Black Robe. I didn't know what range he had on his little device, and I didn't want to find out the hard way.

	Two minutes of steady walking, and I'd looped around to approach the parking lot from the north side, away from all the activity around the bus. I stepped into the shadow under a coffee shop awning and looked south. The cruiser idled up by First, but nothing stirred near the corner lot where I'd stashed the officer.

	On cat's feet, I slipped up the street. My blood pounded in my ears, and the rain poncho made so much rustling I thought they could hear it in New York. I stopped to remove it.

	A dark shape lurched out of the alley, and I jumped away, slamming into a parking meter, heart racing. A bleary-eyed drunk stared at me, saluted with a bottle wrapped in a paper bag, and meandered away, oblivious to the drizzle and the evening's excitement. When my heart stopped hammering, I eased up to the corner.

	A police van sat in front of Soo Ling's. Lights still shone inside the restaurant, and more yellow tape decorated the storefront. A crime tech dressed in blue overalls came out to the van, deposited a big case, and went back in.

	Were they packing up? Should I wait until they left? If they saw me running across the intersection, they'd be on me like wasps on a soda can. I wasn't sure I had the courage for it. My hands shook; my knees knocked. The risk might be for nothing. The lady cop might have recovered and left. Or she might have been discovered and taken away. Her team might have returned with reinforcements and found her. I'd been gone an hour at least. Heck, she might be dead, and I didn't want to explain yet another body.

	My brain screamed at me to run away. Running served me well. It kept me safe and distant from harm, from caring, from loss. But my feet were deaf and marched across the intersection. I didn't breathe the whole way. I slid through the kiosk door and closed it behind me, then ducked to the floor.

	The cop lay curled in the shadows, a fairy-tale sleeping beauty. Her chest rose and fell in a quiet rhythm, giving me hope for her health, but it would do the same if she were in a coma. She shivered every minute or so. The kiosk wasn't warm, and she'd been soaked through when I dumped her there. I didn't know what to do. I stared and rocked.

	After five minutes, she shifted position a little and mumbled something. I brightened. I'd roomed with a few coma patients in the mental ward, and none of them ever moved like she had. Maybe she didn't need a trip to emergency. Maybe she'd wake up and tell me what was going on. Or maybe she'd grab me and call the cops. At least she'd lost her wand in the alley.

	I'd stay for an hour to make sure she was okay, but then I'd go. I was too tired to head out now, fatigued from the psychotic episode and all the running in the cold. And the cops were still out there; they might spot me if I left the kiosk. But Black Robe could return, or her team, and I didn't want to be around for that. One hour, no more, and I'd go, whether she'd woken up or not.

	I covered her with a space blanket and the poncho. She stirred and rubbed her cheek where the blanket grazed it, but she didn't open her eyes. Her long dark eyelashes lay against her skin like ostrich feathers on beige silk. The sight of her made my stomach tighten. So beautiful. I wished I had pencil and paper to draw her.

	I wrapped the other blanket around myself and wedged into the corner, keeping my distance from her, and started to count off the minutes. My eyelids felt like steel shutters determined to lock down for the night. I'd close them just for a minute… or maybe two…
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	I cowered at the hooves of the eight-foot tall demon, wallowing in the soot and debris of the apocalyptic cityscape. He frowned at me, and his mouth formed words, but I couldn't understand him. Hordes of translucent black cloud nightmares rose and fell through cracks in the scarred ground, widening the fissures with each pass. They roiled around us, cutting off light coming from a source that I couldn't identify. I opened my mouth to scream, and one of the nightmare clouds poured in, clogging my throat, filling my lungs with ash, and shooting burning cinders up through my brain. I thrashed, trying to get to my feet so I could run, but I no longer had legs.

	I jerked awake, thoroughly tangled in the space blanket, my legs numb, and looked into a pair of amber eyes that stared back at me along the blade of a big, scary military-type knife pointed at my throat. I swallowed hard. Boy, had I screwed up.

	"Hi," I said.

	She didn't blink. My God, she was beautiful in the pre-dawn light glowing through the windows. No human looked that perfect. Was she real? I freed my right hand and ever so slowly raised my index finger to the tip of the blade while she watched. When I pressed lightly against the point, it pricked my skin. I pulled my hand back. Blood welled from the tiny cut. Yep, real. Shit. She'd taken me prisoner.

	"We're surrounded by cops," I said. "If you stick me, I'll scream like a girl."

	Ah, crap, why'd I used that expression? She probably screamed like an Amazon warrior. How'd she even lift a knife that big? She was such a tiny thing. All the cops I'd met were big louts. But she had the drop on me, and the knife was a lot more threatening than her wand thingy.

	"Who are you? Where are we? How'd I get here?" she asked. The taut muscles around her eyes telegraphed fear, and the knife trembled in her hand.

	I rubbed my prickling wrist tattoos against my jeans and caught a whiff of something burnt. I glanced around the kiosk. Up near the ceiling, a trace of shapeless sooty cloud leaked out through the crack around the door. My mouth opened, closed.

	"Do you smoke?" I asked, hoping she'd tell me she did. The cloud could have been cigarette smoke even if it didn't smell like tobacco… purposeful cigarette smoke, on the dark side. A hallucination. Not real.

	A frown joined her stare. Oops. I'd wandered off topic. What had she asked? Who are you? But her team had that tracking device that reacted to me. How could she be looking for me but not recognize me?

	"I brought you here so they wouldn't shoot you. I had to hide you while I led him away." I gave her a tentative smile and waited for her to gush her thanks for saving her life. Maybe she'd be so grateful, she'd tell me about the tracking device—and point that big knife some other direction. Then I could get away before she figured out who I was.

	She added narrowed eyes to the stare and the frown. I chewed my lower lip. Maybe I wasn't communicating as well as I'd hoped. I felt woefully inadequate talking to someone as lovely as her, especially someone carrying a dangerous weapon. It could have been worse—at least I hadn't degenerated into word salad or spoken in rhymes.

	"Let's start with your name," she said, enunciating each word.

	"River," I replied. "River Madden."

	"River," she repeated. "That's an interesting name. Were you named after River Phoenix, the actor?"

	Heat crawled up my face. "Um… no."

	"How old are you, River?"

	"Sixteen," I lied automatically. I was always sixteen. Sixteen was old enough to be on the streets without supervision, and young enough that if they locked you up, you went to juvie instead of real jail.

	"My name's Sammie. Can you tell me how we met, River?"

	Her questions were now moronically simple, and I resented her implication that I was somehow mentally deficient. Crazy, not stupid.

	"I found you unconscious in the alley." I gestured toward the alley behind the parking lot. "Some… gang bangers were getting ready to kill you. I interrupted them."

	"How did I end up unconscious?"

	What could I tell her? The bad guy missed his shot, or I wouldn't be talking to her now. She'd never believe sonic banana guns. Making up stories on the fly wasn't my strong suit. Hell, describing reality wasn't my strong suit, either. I never told anyone about the schizophrenia. Better to keep interactions with others brief and pass for normal. Why had I thought talking to her was a good idea? A trickle of sweat crept from my armpits down my ribs.

	"I don't know. You were on the ground when I found you."

	"What about the people I was with?"

	"What people?" I felt guilty for not telling her the whole story. She'd worry about her buddies. That's what friends did. I didn't have any, but I knew that's how it worked. She must have friends, lots and lots of friends.

	"You didn't see anyone with me?"

	"Just the gang bangers." I bumped my back against the wall of the kiosk and wondered when I'd started to rock. I balled my hands into fists and forced myself to stop.

	"And how do you know they were getting ready to kill me?"

	"Because the gang leader said to take your… um… watch, and then to finish you." Exasperation edged my voice. How stupid did she think I was?

	Her mouth opened in surprise, and then she looked to her left wrist. Panic flared behind her amber eyes, just for a moment, to be replaced with steely resolve.

	"You didn't see anyone else in the alley?"

	I shook my head. How was I going to ask about her device? How did they use it to track me? It had to be something internal. I'd arrived in the alley in my birthday suit. Did I have some kind of implant? Geez, I was starting to think like one of those alien abduction weirdos.

	"You're sure you didn't see anyone?" she asked again. "You didn't see someone who maybe acted crazy, kind of gibbering and drooling? Someone who wasn't wearing clothes?"

	Someone who wasn't wearing clothes. It's possible I gibbered and drooled before I came to my senses. I didn't know anyone in that alley last night. How did they know me? But if they knew me, why didn't she recognize me now? It all made my still-throbbing head hurt a little more. She started to get suspicious because I'd been so slow to answer. I screwed up my face in disgust.

	"You mean like a flasher? A pervert? Is that why you were there? To arrest them?" I went on the attack. "Are you a cop? Because you don't have any insignias on your uniform, and you haven't shown me your badge."

	She'd pegged me for a retard and scrambled to answer. "I work for the government in an agency you haven't heard of. We're entrusted with the security of the nation. I can't tell you about the mission we were on."

	I'd read somewhere that the most successful relationships were between equals. If that was true, Sammie and I were destined for bliss; we were equally wretched liars.

	"Perverts are a national security risk?" I pressed. "Since when?"

	"Don't you have to go to school or something?" she asked, replacing the knife in a leg sheath.

	"Curriculum day," I snapped, determined to make her tell me what she and her team were doing in the alley, especially now that she'd put away the knife.

	"This is Wednesday. Aren't those usually on Fridays?" She pushed the blanket and poncho to one side.

	No one in the world gave a rat's ass about me. No one even knew I existed. And yet two groups had been after me in that alley last night, and at least one of them was willing to kill to get me. What did they want? I was just a homeless wacko. No super powers or anything.

	Maybe I should tell her who I really was. She'd seemed nice, talking in that sweet voice when she searched for me. No, scratch that. Her sergeant said to stun me. Whatever they wanted, they didn't expect me to cooperate. I burned to know more, but I didn't want her team to catch me. Or Black Robe. Or the bagman from the bus. I'd certainly become a popular guy.

	Sammie rose enough to peek through the windows, verifying that she didn't want to be seen by the cops. Satisfied, she straightened and reached for the door. I scrambled up beside her, blocking the exit.

	"Wait, you can't go. There's a guy trying to kill you. I should go with you." At her dubious look, I added, "For protection."

	She gave me a reassuring smile, and for a moment, I thought she intended to pat my head. "Don't worry about me, River. I'm a trained agent. I can handle myself. But if this is a dangerous neighborhood, you should go home. I'm sure your parents are worried about you."

	She brushed past me but stopped just outside the door.

	"Is there a hardware store nearby?"

	A hardware store? Did she plan to whip up a suit of armor or some new secret weapon? Maybe replace her magic wand? Or put together a new device to track me? That thought made me uneasy. But why wasn't she rushing to rejoin her team? Why weren't they here looking for her? What kind of buddies were they that they left a fallen comrade behind?

	"I could show you," I offered. If we stayed together longer, she might let something slip.

	"Directions will do," she replied.

	I ground my teeth and pointed. "Four blocks west to Lincoln, then turn south up the hill. There's a hardware store on the corner of Fifteenth. But it won't open until nine."
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