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      Fourteen hours after the hit he was out of the stink and the heat of Mosul, stitched up and stinging from the antiseptic, and the debrief was going... well. Or as well as could be expected, in this airless white-painted concrete-floored room with the one-way mirror on the east wall. There wasn’t anyone behind the mirror—Reese would have outright smelled an onlooker—but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a camera. Recording him and combing frame by frame might give them an edge, and they weren’t stupid.

      Stupid couldn’t build agents—civilian eggheads were required for the drafting and drill instructors to do the training—but it could certainly run them.

      Which explained Bronson, sort of.

      “And that’s it,” Reese heard himself say, dully. Now that he was coming down out of redline, he felt the little vicious nips and bites all over him. Scrambling over scorching clay rooftops to avoid mujahideen and other surprises, not to mention getting almost blown out of the safe house because his contact was compromised... it could have been much worse. The deepest of the cuts had already closed, with the almost painful itch of wounds sealing themselves faster than they should. “Target, secondary target, collateral.”

      “Collateral.” Bronson was a hatchet-faced, bespectacled wall, but that’s what they wanted in wrap-up. He’d debriefed Reese several times now, and it was always the same. No surprise, no affect at all. Bad skin, probably from the fried food coming off him in invisible waves, but a great poker face. Even his ties were all the same, a maroon that looked dirty under fluorescents.

      If Reese hadn’t been able to smell the fear on the man, he might even have believed him unaffected. “Nobody told me there’d be guests.” Armed, nasty guests. As well as not-so-armed, innocent ones.

      “Ah.” A single syllable, that was all.

      Reese decided to prod a little more. “In other words, I took out the entire installation.”

      “And?” Bronson’s tone plainly said he considered that the whole point of the job, which was reasonable enough. From an operations point of view, that was.

      Not from an agent’s, but who ever asked one?

      And if I needed a psych eval, now would be the time for you to suggest it. The physical evals had been daily during training, the psych ones every other day. Looking for a weak spot, checking for breakdown, degradation, a sign that the virus wasn’t going to play nice forever.

      There was a brassier note in the fearsmell now, and Bronson’s eyelids flickered once. His blood pressure was probably spiking, if his pulse was any indication. Reese’s was normal, nice and low. They wouldn’t get anything from his vitals, not even if they had him strapped in—as long as he had enough spare concentration to keep everything flatline. Just another benefit from the happy little invaders.

      Most of all, he suspected, they were looking for agents having trouble with the idea of infection. It did funny things to your head after a while, even if the Gibraltar virus was what gave you an edge.

      Bronson glanced down at the file in front of him. “We didn’t have intel on the guests.”

      The hot wet scent of a lie smacked Reese in the face. What the hell, it wasn’t like it mattered. “Sure.” He took the water bottle, considered it. A whole lot of things were possible, if you got them going fast enough. He could ghost this idiot and get out the door. Go to ground. Become the Invisible Man.

      They had to know he would be thinking about it, right? When you train a dog to dig, he goes and digs. Simple logic.

      An obvious corollary to that was that the people who built him were the enemy, too. Or so close to enemy it didn’t matter.

      Bronson nodded, tapped a paper clip on the tabletop. One of his little tells, meaning he was almost done. Probably unconscious, like most patterns, but if he was doing debriefs for program agents, or even just for any shadow-side operative, he obeyed the rules and had a classified box inside his head. “You’re scheduled for eval in two days, but we can move it up for tomorrow⁠—”

      “Two days is fine,” Reese answered with just the right note of rawness, giving them what they expected. How many other agents were there? It was a question he sometimes considered during long transit times, waiting to touch down in a whole new locale and begin causing havoc. “I’d have to come back for blood draws anyway, might as well have it then. I’d like some rest.”

      “Any, ah, headaches? Physical degradation? Unwelcome thoughts?”

      “No.” A long swallow of water. He could tear the bottle open, get some sort of flimsy edge. There was the table, too. No great task to go straight over it, or even apply enough force to send the man against the bare concrete wall hard enough to rupture or break something internal. There was that paper clip, too, and Bronson no doubt had a pen. Reese’s guns were checked, but he had the ceramknife and his hands. As well as strength, and speed, and apparently the ability to not let little things bother him. “No more than usual.”

      That got a response. “What?”

      Weren’t you listening? “No physical degradation. No unwelcome thoughts other than the usual. You know, the ones that spring from killing people for my country. If I didn’t have those thoughts, I’d be a program failure, now wouldn’t I.”

      “Emotional noise is also a variable, agent.”

      “Then consider me at the lowest level of static.” He eyed the brown paper of the file cover. How many of those had he seen so far? Each one full of dates and death. The question of when one of them would have his own dates and death was pretty much academic. He’d never expected to survive any of this. “Are we done?”

      “You know this is just wrap-up. We had confirmation of the kills before you left the country. They’ll be too busy fighting each other to give us trouble for a little while.”

      Probably not as long as you think. “Good.” He pushed himself up, and Bronson actually flinched. The movement, small but definite, almost managed to get through the deadly exhaustion weighing down Reese’s every nerve. As it was, he just set it aside for future thought. Like so much else. “Two days, blood drop.”

      “Try not to get into any trouble.” The light winked off Bronson’s steel-rimmed glasses, a sharp headache-making dart.

      “Yessir.” A sketched salute, and the door opened for him. Whoever was taping behind the one-way mirror must have thought he was all right to leave, too.

      A glare-white corridor lurked right outside, anonymous doors opening off either side, full of disinfectant and the colorless reek of pain. Another agent had been this way recently. Reese inhaled, filing away the markers—male, healthy, with the bright buttery note that generally meant blond.

      The desk was manned by a petite civilian brunette with a pert smile, part of the subcontractor apparatus calcifying over every defense-spending teat nowadays. She switched her hips while bringing his clearance packet, and if he hadn’t been so tired he might have felt a faint flicker below the belt.

      Don’t think about that.

      No use at all. He’d tried again in Paris, a good town for getting off if there ever was one, and paid half again as much when the inevitable happened. Failure to engage, failure to load, failure to take off.

      There was a fix, though, and he knew right where to find it. Didn’t he?

      I said don’t think about it. Christ. Focus.

      The watch was set; he checked it against the clock behind the brunette’s smile. Red silk shell, cute tartan skirt and the pulse in her throat fluttering a little. She smelled of recent exertion, probably a workout, and in the time it took him to check the wallet and slide it into his pocket, get the watch on and pick up the sunglass case while making small talk he knew her name was Donna, she was ovulating, she’d had one too many gin and tonics last night, and the patent-leather pumps she wore had been cheek-rubbed by a very affectionate cat. Probably Siamese.

      He checked the watch again, ran a hand back over his dark hair. It wasn’t perfect, but it was adequate. There was an hour and a half to kill, and the apartment to check. He’d only been gone two weeks, but it was good practice to force himself to make sure nobody else had gone in and looked around.

      Reese gave lonely little Donna a smile, and got the hell out of there.
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      “He’s cleared the base, sir.” An anonymous male voice, a brief burst of static through the handheld receiver.

      Bronson pressed the button, wincing at the thought of the next budget request forms to be filled out. “Ten-four. Eyes on the prize all the way.”

      “Affirmative. Red Rooster out.” The man on the other end didn’t sound happy about the overtime, but that wasn’t Richard Bronson’s problem, no sir. He turned the talkie off and set it in its lead-lined drawer, then leaned back in the creaking black ergonomic chair, settling with a sigh and regarding the screen on the other side of the room. The stack of paperwork wasn’t enticing, but at least he had a good report.

      Buried down here in this windowless black-walled office, it was hard to believe there was a world outside sliding toward chaos and terrorism, a world that needed people like him to fight the good fight and prop up democracy. There wasn’t a lot of satisfaction to be had sitting behind a desk and pushing paper around, or in debriefing arrogant superhuman jarheads. He wondered, not for the first time, if he should bring a poster down here, something motivational. A kitten—Just Hang On.

      And, like he did each time, he dismissed the thought as a little less than manly.

      There was no sound from behind him, where she would be standing. There never was. He cleared his throat, made a mental note to have lunch delivered. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. Sitting across the table from the Frankensteins gave him the willies. Their matter-of-fact recitations of the things they did, even with all the code words and jargon, wore on him. “Three?”

      “Sir.” Flat and neutral, her voice, just like a computer’s. Despite that, it was pleasant; she had a light alto purr. Before she’d been... modified, it had probably been a phone-sex siren’s song.

      “Anything to add?”

      “No, sir.”

      There rarely was, but he still asked. Sometimes it was good to have a ritual. Really, he liked hearing her, even if it might as well have been a recording. If there was such a thing as full success when dealing with modifying a human being, she represented it. The only trouble was the hands-off bit of the contract. If they could just make a more... physically amenable version, the applications—and profit—of the induction process could be intriguing indeed.

      The viral process, though, couldn’t be sold. There was probably profit there, but selling that to Commies or terrorists wasn’t a good, red-blooded American thing to do. That was why Division had government oversight.

      Such as it was.

      “Okay.” He spent a few moments tapping at the pad, keying in passwords, the thumblock scan giving him a brief shiver, as always. The secure uplink began loading, and on the other end, a light would be flashing.

      He was precisely on time. Control disliked tardiness.

      The bluescreen came up, a smear showing as the scrambler ticked along a stripe at the bottom of the picture. The blurred figure sharpened, but only enough to give you a headache if you stared for too long. Control settled into a chair as well, and the familiar click. Cigarette lighter, perhaps? Or recording equipment? Why would Control bother with analog when digital was so easy and secure?

      Scrambled and modulated, Control’s deep voice burbled from the sleek speakers. “How’s our boy, Bronson?”

      “Which one, sir?” Always best to be precise. He’d learned that early on in this job.

      A weirdly modulated laugh. “The one who just came back. The news is full of running and screaming. Goddamn chickens, all of them.”

      Well, that was a good sign. It was the intended effect of sending Six out—that, and eliminating a troublesome rallying point for the opposition to some very important policies. “I’ve sent my notes, the feed of his debrief and analysis⁠—”

      “I know, Dick. I’m asking you for a verbal rundown. How’s Number Six?”

      “Just the same, sir. Low emotional noise, performs beautifully. Can’t find a damn thing wrong with him or his work. The only problem is⁠—”

      “—his habit of going off by himself, yes.” Control paused. “I interrupted. My apologies. You were about to tell me something else?”

      How did the man do it? It was goddamn unreal.

      Bronson’s stomach rumbled a little. Maybe a salad would be better; his last doctor had clucked something stupid about cholesterol at him. “I have an analysis that says he’s got more noise than he’s showing.”

      “Yes, our pet actuary. I’m sure it’s dressed up with percentages.”

      “Never been wrong before, sir.” Really, once emotion was taken out of it, the human brain was a fine instrument.

      The thought of a bacon cheeseburger cropped up. Maybe with onion rings. He could treat himself. Maybe he’d even send Three to carry it up from the front desk when it arrived.

      A short silence. Whatever was going through Control’s head was probably unpleasant, but at the moment Bronson didn’t care as much he might. Finally, the voice came through the speakers again, a little sharper this time. “You want resources to keep following him around?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Not so sure about your wonder boy as you used to be?”

      As if this wasn’t Control’s project all the way, and the profits from the civilian side going into deep, deep crony pockets. The economic benefit to democracy was ancillary, but that was enough for Mrs. Bronson’s boy Ritchie. “I believe in being safe, sir.”

      “Humph.” Another slight click, a tapping noise. A pen against a desktop, maybe. “Granted. He’s due back in two days?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I want a full psych workup on him then. Let’s see if our little insurance adjustor is right.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “How’s Eight?”

      Bronson almost winced. “Still unfortunate.”

      “Still hiding that girl, huh? A shame. Well, as long as his performance doesn’t suffer, he can keep going. They can’t all be as bright as our boy Six.”

      “No, sir.”

      “Carry on, then.” A sudden movement, and the screen blanked. Bronson held his breath until it powered down all the way. Then he exhaled. His armpits were damp.

      After a short while, his chair squeaked a little as he turned. Across the office’s dim interior, he could barely see the slim womanshape near the door, hair sleeked back, a gleam of her eyes, just the barest suggestion of the tailored blazer. Even if she wasn’t as voluptuous as he might have preferred, she still had good legs, and he liked seeing them. “Lights, Three.”

      “Yes, sir.” A brisk, efficient movement, and the sudden flood of illumination stung. He blinked, surveyed her legs again and once more noticed her depressing dearth of chest. She was getting skinny.

      “Analysis, Three.”

      “Confusion, sir.”

      Well, that was unexpected. He blinked, examining her blank, serene expression. Like a doll. No makeup, but flawless skin. Maybe he should order her to wear lipstick, something slut-red. Now that would be exciting.

      “Yes? I mean, ah, please explain.” Goddamn it. They should have succeeded in complete emotional noise suppression with a man; it grated on you to have to ask something with tits for an explanation.

      She didn’t move, her hands empty and loose, her stillness eerie. Her shoes were functional black nurse’s brogans instead of a nice pair of heels. Of course, she was supposed to be a bodyguard, too. “Control is exhibiting less attention to detail, and is also allowing emotional noise to become more of a variable in program processes. This is a marked change. It indicates the program itself is drifting.”

      Bodyguard in a skirt. What was the world coming to? “Damn.” Now that he thought about it, she was right. That was the shortest call he’d had with Control in a while, and there had been other program agents brought in and canceled for less deviance than Eight was currently displaying. Were they loosening protocols, or...

      Bronson tapped a paper clip on the desk’s glass surface. Eyed the stack of paperwork. “The question is, changing to what?”

      “I would require more data, sir.” She was even pretty, in an unremarkable way. Maybe he should tell her to wear her hair down.

      He heaved a sigh. Program protocols weren’t his problem. Command and control were his problems, plus paperwork. “Go on down and send someone for a bacon cheeseburger, Three. And onion rings. Use the petty cash. Then come on back. There’s forms to fill out.”

      “Yes, sir.” The door closed behind her. Even the ass wasn’t sufficient.

      Well, a man worked with what he had. Would it have killed the gene jockeys to put a little more meat on her while they were taking all the emotion out? “Damn it,” Bronson muttered, and dragged the first file folder across the desk.
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      It was a good thing Holly was habitually early. Ten minutes before is right on time, Dad used to say, squinting through the truck windshield every morning as he dropped her off at high school. It was one of the many things he’d learned in the army, like how to fill out forms, how to heft a rifle, and just how wrong your country could do you when you believed in her. Or in the men claiming to speak for her.

      Which added up to Mike Candless’s daughter getting to work just as Doug was threatening to quit again. Ginny had just poured a glass of ice water on a grabby-hands patron, and the espresso machine was making that wheezing noise again.

      Just another day at Crossroads Diner. In other words, welcome to hell.

      “Thank God someone sane is here.” Barbara cracked her gum, the sound lost in the ancient time clock punching Holly’s card. “Can you talk to Doug? I’ve got a guy threatening to sue⁠—”

      “I saw that.” Holly struggled out of her coat, clipped her name tag on, and was in the process of twisting her black hair up. “Ginny strikes again.”

      “You’d think her ass would come with a warning label.” Barbara fishhooked a wad of pink gum out, flicked it accurately into the scrap bin and sallied through the swinging doors to pour oil on the troubled waters of a businessman with wandering fingers.

      Steady cursing came from the other end of the short hall. Holly finished manhandling her hair into a bun, slapped a band around the base, and called it good. She stepped into the kitchen’s heat and vapor. “Doug?”

      “Holly!” Doug Endicott waved a knife while skinny Bart, his understudy, rolled his eyes. Bart was hunched over the grill, tending what looked like the mother of all breakfast rushes. “I can’t work like this!”

      “You say that every week. What’s wrong now?”

      “The fan!” Broad-shouldered, buzzcut, and loud, he was more of a sonic assault than a visual experience.

      Holly took a deep breath, reaching for patience. “What about it?”

      “It quit working.” The cook was the very definition of built like a brick outhouse, and the tattoos on his neck were pure jailhouse art. However, right at the moment, he looked like a balding, petulant three-year-old.

      Holly put her hands on her hips. “Did you check the fuse box?”

      Silence, broken only by the sizzling from the grill. Holly sighed, marched past him into the utility closet, and a few seconds’ worth of fiddling set everything to rights. “Honestly,” she continued, stepping out and kicking the door shut with her heel, “it’s two steps away, Doug.”

      “He just wants you to talk to him.” Bart grinned, his gold-capped tooth flashing. He was a little slow sometimes, but those knob-knuckled hands could coax the balky old grill into behaving plus clean it to spotless, and he was pretty laid-back even when Doug went on his rampages.

      “Shut up.” The senior cook’s ears had turned bright pink. Looked like the special today was something to do with asparagus. At least it wasn’t like the time he’d brought in buckets of oysters. Got such a deal on them, he’d crowed, and nobody had the heart to disagree.

      Who’s going to pay for oyster anything? Antony had moaned, but he didn’t get rid of Doug. Or the poor bivalves.

      Antony was a softie. Also, nobody had gotten any food poisoning, which was damn near miraculous.

      Holly clucked her tongue and escaped before Doug could find something else that needed attention. It was going to be a long day.

      As soon as she hit the swinging doors, Ginny descended. The tall girl, whorls of color marching up her arms and her bottom lip pierced, was afire with righteous indignation. “Can you believe it?” She swiped at her Bettie Page bangs with the back of one hand, and her kohl-smeared eyes blinked rapidly.

      “Second time this week? Or third?” Holly tucked a fresh order pad into her apron. “What’s it look like?” She could very well glance over Ginny’s shoulder and see the usual brunch rush, but getting the girl distracted would make the rest of her shift easier.

      “Hell.” Ginny swayed a little. She was in the combat boots again. At least she wasn’t trying to work in heels like she did at first. “And your weirdo’s here.”

      “Which one?” But she saw him, and her heart sank a little bit.

      It was the usual table, tucked against the corner. He always moved the chair, though, resting it against the mirrored wall. Dark hair, dark eyes, wide shoulders, in jeans and a T-shirt most of the time but with a nice watch. Always ordered coffee, sat for at least an hour...

      ... and left a humongous tip, which would have been great, except he asked for Holly every damn time. He never even drank the coffee.

      All of which added up to potential trouble, and attention Holly didn’t want. She was trying to slide by unnoticed, but people just kept latching on wherever she landed.

      She put her smile on, hipchecked the closest undercounter fridge door to make sure it was closed and headed for the espresso machine. Antony had picked it up somewhere and kept putting off the servicing. Can’t afford it. I got a sinking ship here, folks, he’d say, rubbing at his salt-and-pepper stubble.

      Didn’t they all.
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      She put it off as long as she could, but the tables filled up fast and she had to make a coffee round eventually. She saved him for last, glancing out the window at traffic heaving slowly by on Merton Avenue. Crowded pavements, too, even in the rain. The Crossroads had a great location, adjacent to both downtown and the naval base butting up against the river, and that was probably its only saving grace.

      Well, that and the fact that staff turnover was low. Antony was irritating sometimes, but he did right by his workers. All in all, she was lucky to have ended up here. Sometimes, though, it didn’t feel like it. Mostly when she got tired, and the thought of something malignant crouching inside her body, quietly growing in the darkness and listening to her heartbeat, filled her throat with a rock and her eyes with hot water.

      Don’t brood on it. Just keep working. The doctor’s office had stopped calling, finally. Holly had changed her number, too, just to be sure. Twenty bucks she couldn’t afford, but it was worth it to have the damn landline stop ringing.

      Holly halted at the table near the window, summoning a smile that felt like a mask. Ginny called him “your weirdo,” and Barb kept bugging Holly to use those customer-service skills to find out more about him. Dark hair, dark eyes, aquiline nose, wide shoulders; dark blue T-shirt, jeans, the same canvas jacket with a high collar as always. His capable-looking hands were covered with vivid scrapes and there was a shadow of a bruise on his cheek.

      “Morning.” She couldn’t help herself, even though she knew showing any interest was probably a bad move. The quiet, borderline-handsome ones were never a good idea—they wormed their way in and before you knew it, you were eating your own heart out with regret. “Looks like you went through the wringer.”

      He waited until she got close enough to pour to cover his coffee cup with one banged-up hand. The bandages were fresh, and his hair was damp. Of course, there was the rain. “Hi, Holly.”

      One of these days she’d get a job without a name tag, or she’d finally keel over and the whole thing would be academic. Still, she couldn’t help smiling more naturally now. He looked pretty pleased to see her, even if he was a little... weird. “Ah. Hey, you were in a couple weeks ago. I think you left the wrong tip.” Because a twenty for a cup of burned coffee isn’t strange at all, no sir. “I put the change in an envelope up at the register. I’ll go get it.”

      “No.” He leaned forward a little, as if preparing to reach out and stop her, and Holly noticed his watch again. Nice, heavy, expensive but restrained. What was someone who could afford a Bvlgari doing sitting in the Crossroads as regularly as he did? “Don’t do that. I left it for you.”

      “That’s really nice.” She tried for diplomacy, the coffee slopping inside its glass carafe as she stepped back. “I think you meant to leave a single, though.”

      “I didn’t.” He wasn’t quite staring at her, but it was close. His gaze flicked away, came back, and there was the ghost of a smile around his mouth. “It was for you.”

      Oh, man, this is not going to end well. Still, she could use the money. “Well, thank you. You look a little tired.”

      “Jet lag. Got in a couple hours ago.” He was freshly shaven, though, and something about the way he sat bothered her. Too tense. His back was straight, too. Good posture, but something about it warned her that he was ready to move at a moment’s notice.

      “You should get some rest.” She had four other tables needing attention, one with kids. If he wanted to drop twenties just for sitting there, it wasn’t any of her business. This was the big bad city, and she carried Mace in her purse.

      “I will, but not for a while.” The smile was real now, and for such a nondescript guy he had a pretty good one. She couldn’t figure out what about him made her so nervous. Was nervous the word? “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. It’s pretty busy, so flag me if you need a refill, okay?” Making awkward conversation with you is not high on my priority list.

      “I will.”

      Did he watch her walk away? She had no way of knowing, though she could have sworn she felt him looking.

      Probably harmless, she decided. Maybe lonely. Although why he’d pick a washed-out divorcée in a sinking diner to fixate on, she had no idea. The world was full of strangeness—she’d seen more than enough of it working retail and food service.

      She racked the coffee carafe just as Bart hammered the order-up bell and yelled her name. Holly winced internally, put on her best smile, and got back down to business.
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      He hadn’t slept on the plane. That made about ninety-two hours since his last kip, and he felt a bit draggy even with the little invaders working overtime to keep him tip-top. He should have stayed in the apartment and caught some lights-out, given the little guys a break. Even if you could function without sleep, it wasn’t a good idea to keep doing it. The apartment was as close to a haven as he had now, and it could be blown at any time. Because of course they would know where he laid his head; it would be stupid of him to try to hide that.

      Still, Reese stayed through the end of the rush, watching. Right here wasn’t the safest spot to sit—no self-respecting agent would put himself willingly so close to that window—but it caught the air currents just fine, and each time she passed across any of three different lines he could get a whiff.

      It wasn’t her soap. Or her shampoo. She didn’t wear perfume, and the fabric softener on her was harsh and cheap. But under it, like heatshimmer off pavement on a fry-an-egg day, was something...

      He couldn’t quite figure it out. He kept taking lungfuls trying to, and getting distracted.

      Badly distracted.

      The trouble had really started after Tangiers. They kept agents supplied, of course—you used protection, stayed away from the fertile or diseased ones, paid the girls and forgot them as soon as possible. Just like brushing your teeth or washing your hands, another routine to keep the head clear. After Tangiers, the blood and the smoke and the screaming and those huge, accusing eyes, well...

      They asked during psych evals and physicals, of course, so he gave them dates and places. He didn’t mention that he just sat motionless until enough time had passed for a good old fashioned hygienic clearing of the vas deferens, paid whatever girl perched uncomfortably on the bed to keep him company, and left.

      Sometimes he wondered if the docs tested for VD, and wondered if the invaders would eat any of those illnesses the way they consumed every other sickness or infirmity. He also wondered if anyone would work his backtrail and figure out he didn’t touch the girls. It could be a bad sign, and his continued existence probably depended on giving the program whatever it wanted to hear.

      The rush slowly cleared. The tattooed girl worked her tables aggressively, bending over and leaning in; the brunette with the bubblegum habit bounced along with a maximum of efficiency and a minimum of fuss or emotion.

      Then there was... Holly. It wasn’t just that she smelled so delicious. The more he watched her, the more he liked her. She was just so... kind? Was that it?

      He inhaled, deeply, and it wasn’t just a twitch. It was definitely his body taking notice.

      Twenty blocks from the apartment was this run-down squatting tin cube of a diner. He’d come in on a whim, scouting the lay of the land near base, part of an agent’s habitual recon. At first he’d thought it was a bakery; his mouth started watering the moment he hit the door. He’d figured out it wasn’t fresh bread. The smell shifted—he could never quite pin it down—but it was definitely her. Whenever she brought the coffeepot, the hormone rush almost blinded him.

      Black hair, sweat-raveled on the back of her neck under the sloppy but effective bun. Dancer’s calves—she walked to work, too. Smoky blue eyes, fringed with charcoal lashes. No makeup, except maybe a bit of ChapStick. Cheap sensible shoes, and the green of the polyester uniform did nothing for her—she really deserved red, a nice clingy number with spaghetti straps. Fingernails bitten down, no pantyhose. Sometimes, when she was coming through the swinging doors, she had a small smile, just a curve of pale lips.

      It never lasted. She set her shoulders, put her chin up, and got her job done. She gave the kids an extra peppermint at the end of their meal, even the brats. Unfailingly polite, even with the trouble tables—the bubblegum and the tattooed girl both handed the problems over to her. She tipped in the kid doing the bussing and probably the cook, too.

      The regulars asked for her, and she always had a soft word for them, remembering names and asking about kids, coworkers, hospital stays, if the vitamins worked, if they wanted their usual. The kind of employee nobody thought much about until they left and things went to hell.

      Thousands of women just like her in dead-end service jobs all over the country, used up and put-upon their entire lives. Maybe in a while she’d turn bitter instead of polite, and those eyes would go dark. Before then, maybe he’d get a chance to... what?

      Stupid. If he got close he’d foul her, smear all the blackness he carried over an innocent person’s life, and that was the last thing he wanted to do. She deserved better than this goddamn job, and he wanted to figure out how to give it to her.

      It was no use. He had to get some sleep.

      Still, he wrapped his hands around the stone-cold coffee cup.

      Nine months ago a man at the counter had dropped like a felled ox. Heart attack. Reese could close his eyes and see the light on Holly’s hair, how a few strands had come loose and fallen down, the high flush in her cheeks, the way she’d cradled the man’s hand and bent over him, whispering. It’s going to be okay, Ernie. Just hold on. Help’s coming, just be okay.

      She’d kept on talking to the man, even when he’d been strapped to a gurney, harried EMTs wheeling him for the door. She’d only let go when they lifted him into the ambulance, and after it had peeled away, siren shrieking, she’d come back in, pushing her hair back, and restored order with a few smiles and free coffees.

      At least they’d kept the siren on until they were decently away. He’d heard the sound cut off abruptly, and watched to see if she’d noticed… but nobody else in the diner was jacked into the red with happy little invaders. As far as they were concerned, the battle had been won.

      They were so busy congratulating each other nobody had noticed how pale Holly was, or how she shook. She covered it well.

      That was the first night he’d followed her home, and she’d walked with her head down all the way from the subway, wiping at her cheeks and sniffing quietly. He’d kept repeating to himself that he was just doing it as an exercise. Just practicing.

      He surfaced from memory and scanned the diner again. The rush was over; bubblegum brunette had a couple at a table all the way across the diner. Tattoo Girl had vanished. Holly finished filling a napkin container, grabbed the coffeepot and darted a glance in his direction.

      The closer she got, the more that maddening smell teased at him. It wasn’t fertility, it wasn’t danger, and it wasn’t interest. It was something else. Something good, and he inhaled as deeply as he could, stealing while it lasted.

      “Hey.” A tired smile. There were shadows under her eyes. Sleeplessness, or something else? “Need a refill?”

      He shook his head. The world swam for a moment, came back. He’d start cannibalizing reserves in a little while. Sleep was definitely best. This close, he was almost dizzy. Was he sniffing like a coke fiend? No, she’d probably be looking at him strangely if he was.

      “Okay.” She paused, examining him. “You look a little tired. Maybe you should catch some rest, mister.”

      “Reese.” It surprised him. “It’s Reese. I think I should.” Very carefully, he pushed the chair back. She was only average height, just up to his shoulder. “Thank you. For letting me sit. It must seem pretty strange.”

      “We see strange in here all the time.” She took two steps back, not precisely nervous. Just like a doe on delicate legs, moving restlessly. Coffee sploshed inside the glass pot, and that fragrance spilled over him in a wave. “Want me to call you a cab? You really do not... I mean, you look a little pale.”

      The way she said it probably meant sick. “I’ll be fine.” He dug for the wallet, not breaking eye contact. Stay here. Just for a couple more seconds. Nothing good ever lasted, but if he could get just a few more seconds, it would help, right? “Just, you know. Jet lag.”

      He didn’t even look at the bill he laid on the table. Neither did she. Instead, she studied him, a faint line between her eyebrows. A tinge of lemon-yellow worry to that marvelous scent now, and he couldn’t think. She looked worried. About him, and he was a virtual stranger.

      Christ. What would it be like, to care that much about random passersby? It sounded exhausting. Maybe that was why she looked so haggard.

      She nodded, the worry a little sharper now. “Maybe you should drink some of that coffee. You know, keep you awake until you can go to bed. Jet lag’ll keep you turned around if it can.”

      “Thanks.” He forced himself to take a step to the side, another. She was still watching him, and the concern was full-blown now.

      He wasn’t blending in. This was dangerous, it was flat-out unprofessional, and he could not for the life of him figure out why the hell he was doing it.

      “Thank you,” he said again, and turned about-face as if on the parade ground. He could hear her heartbeat murmuring along under the traffic, and even when he got outside in the stinging-cold rain his head didn’t clear.

      He made it back to the apartment, forcing himself to check and double-check everything, and fell onto the bed, into velvet blackness.

      That maddening smell followed him down.
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      “I don’t like it.” Holly frowned at the table, crossing her arms. Her back ached, a deep drilling pain.

      “It’s forty-eight bucks for nothing. Take it.” Barbara cracked her gum again. Doug hummed something in the kitchen, obviously over his morning snit.

      “Who leaves a fifty for a cup of coffee? He looked hungover, Barb. Or sick.” Probably a junkie, one who hasn’t gone down the drain yet. Bad news. He seemed too... with-it, though, to be on drugs.

      “So? He left it, it’s yours now. Pay your light bill. Donate it to charity—I’ve been looking at a pair of nice shoes lately.” Barbara’s nicotine-yellowed grin lit up her whole face. “I think he likes you.”

      Now Holly knew what a slug felt like when salt was poured on it. Everything in her curled up at the thought of someone else who might miss her when she finally disappeared. “Oh, God. You see them everywhere.”

      “Not my fault you’re terminally single. I keep trying, you know. When the fleet’s in there’s good pickings. Can’t be gun-shy forever, Holls.”

      Terminally single. If you only knew. “If I wanted to date, I would.” How ironic was it that she didn’t even want to right now? She was just too tired, and whatever time she had left was better spent elsewhere. Holly didn’t talk about the divorce, either, especially with inveterate gossipers. If Barbara wanted to draw conclusions, well, let her. The fifty lay there, bearded old President Grant looking vaguely worried and disapproving just like her father. The temptation to take the money was well-nigh irresistible, even though she had her arms firmly folded.

      She finally swept it up, though, and Barbara blew a vile pink bubble in triumph.

      Holly restrained the urge to roll her eyes. “I’ll put it in the envelope and talk to him about it if he comes back.”

      Barb’s grin probably wasn’t meant as predatory, just the glee of a congenital meddler. “Which he will. Seriously, Holl, I think he really likes you. He’s always watching.”

      I noticed, thanks. “Creeptastic.” She sighed. “You want fills or spills?”

      “I’ll do both if you clean the board. When Ginny gets off break she can do the restrooms.”

      “Fine.” It wasn’t a fair division of labor, but it got them off the subject of Mr. Watch Her and Leave a Huge Tip. For now, because Barb would no doubt circle back. She was like a terrier: just couldn’t leave anything alone, and since she had no shortage of boyfriends, she apparently wanted to share the wealth. A woman wasn’t complete without something in that direction, apparently, and Barb felt it her sworn duty to help Holly realize her potential.

      Getting so tired she never even registered the lack of sex was an unexpected side benefit to being... sick. Always look on the bright side, Holly. Daddy would be proud.

      Now there was an unwelcome thought.

      The ancient cash register glittered under fluorescents as Holly wiped everything down, bleach water stinging her raw, much-washed hands. The next time she passed that slice of counter she dug in the shelves underneath, pushing aside the mittens someone had left last week and stacks of fresh and leftover order pads. Register tape, fire extinguisher, a pair of rain boots that fit nobody employed here now—a real wonderland of the lost and just-in-case, most of it so familiar she didn’t even see it anymore.

      The envelope was right where she’d left it. She frowned at the numbers scribbled on the front, tucked the fifty in. The twenty went into her tip pocket, a reassuring weight as she rang the coffee through, sighing a little as another twinge went through her lumbar region. Even cushioned shoes didn’t help. It’s a symptom, Holly. Deal with it.

      She was about to put the envelope back when she stopped, grabbed a pen, and wrote Reese on the back flap. It went back into the dark, and she told herself it wasn’t anything. Just a name.

      Still, it was more than she’d known before. Maybe Barb wasn’t the only waitress at Crossroads who liked a mystery. And with so little time left on her clock, why couldn’t a girl think about what she pleased?

      “Goddamn it,” Ginny yelled from the other side of the diner, “why do I have to do restrooms again?”
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      A single file folder was all it took to finish destroying Jacob Heming’s career. He was the first to find out, and his reaction—to pour a nice stiff drink with shaking hands—was perhaps too cliché for his taste, but it went unwitnessed. No, here he was in a crappy little apartment instead of his house on the bay, because Connie had gotten the house and alimony, most of every paycheck from even this cushy position, and even the dog, for God’s sake. The windows here didn’t look out on anything but Sixteenth Street and headlights, the rumble of traffic a constant reminder that he’d married that bitch and was now taking his lumps.

      He poured himself another two fingers of Glenfiddich. Might as well, what the hell. He turned around, a balding man with glasses wearing a pair of baggy boxers and lightly sweat-stained undershirt, the garters holding up his socks rubbing at his calves, a familiar, ignored irritation.

      You weren’t supposed to take charts home. Data breach, security issues, the whole nine. But you couldn’t keep up with all the damn paperwork unless you spent hours in those cube offices, with Bronson breathing his halitosis over your shoulder and that ghostlike secretary of his moving silently in his wake, and the damn nurses skipping out on work to go do whatever it was they did—probably chase all the brawny military types.

      Just like Connie and that tennis coach. He actually listens to me, Jacob.

      Why anyone would pay attention to her cheese grater of a voice was beyond Hemings, despite the fact that he’d graduated summa cum laude. He’d left the university just before tenure because the offer from the defense contractor had been too good to ignore... and now here he was.

      And there, on the bed, was a pile of innocent-looking file folders, all in the tasteful mauve that said patient. It also said anonymized and safe, and while he might be reprimanded for taking those off the base to work on, he was sure some of the others had also taken one or two home to finish. They weren’t the problem. The problem was that thin thread of crimson in the middle.

      A red file, in the middle of the stack. How the hell had it gotten there? Red files were scan-counted at the end of the day, they would know one was missing. Good luck slipping it back in, too—they’d be on high alert. Donna at the front desk would begin checking IDs and passes again, like the officious little cocker spaniel she was. No, Dr. Heming, I’m afraid I can’t go with you Saturday. Thanks for the invite, though!

      He scratched under his belly, sipped at the scotch. God’s perfect drink, full of wonder. It never let you down, like a basketball scholarship gone because of one little hazing incident, or a tenure position because someone else had slept with a board member or two, or a blonde, bubbly trophy wife who forgot her proper place.

      There were all sorts of things that... bothered him. Something military—the men were all young, strapping and added sir to every sentence. The tolerance tests were thought-provoking. Allergy tests, the higher-ups said. As if allergies were a threat big enough to warrant these kinds of resources thrown at them. Really, Heming was a glorified PA in this job; the research facility was in White Oaks. Or at least, that’s where the samples were sent for processing. All Heming did was take the vitals, ask the checkup questions, and write the prissy little reports to Bronson’s exacting specifications.

      They were his patients, right? Four, Six, Seven, Eight, Twelve and Fourteen—where were all the other numbers? And those scratches and scrapes on them, healing up so nicely.

      So quickly.

      They were his patients, and he had a right to educate himself, didn’t he? It would make his treatment more effective.

      He turned back to the dresser, poured himself another scotch. The silver-framed picture next to the bottle was the wedding photo—oh, the cash he’d shelled out for Connie to have that white dress and flower-decked venue she wanted. Two wide, fake smiles glared at him from under a few months’ worth of dust.

      “I’m a doctor, dammit.”

      Nobody spoke up to disagree.

      Jacob sighed, strode across the room and settled on the creaking bed. The folders slid around sloppily on the crocheted bedspread his own mother had given him. Brown and yellow and blue, and tacky as hell. But a man’s arthritic mother had made it — he couldn’t very well throw it out like Connie had wanted, could he?

      He pulled the red file out, lingeringly, from the middle of the pile. Classified stamped across its cover, the black ink faintly smeared. Maybe that weed-smoking, perpetually lazy bitch nurse Fleming had just grabbed a stack in a hurry. Who knew?

      What mattered was, it was here now. Why couldn’t a doctor take a look? There wasn’t any harm in it. Maybe tomorrow he could slip it somewhere, or even throw it away.

      You’re an idiot, Jacob. It was Connie’s voice, loud and nasal. She was so pretty, and had been so sweet in the beginning. A little two-bit horse doctor.

      Well, he’d graduated top of his class. He could find a way to get rid of some paper.

      He flipped the folder open and began scanning.

      A few minutes later, the scotch tipped out of his hand and splashed onto the cheap carpet. His heart beat, a harsh thin tattoo in his ears and throat and wrists.

      Virology control, one sheet was titled. Tolerances, another. Infection vector, a third.

      He kept reading, mouth dry and heart pounding, while the stink of spilled alcohol simmered in his lonely apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Same medical suite as last time, bare concrete walls and supplies locked down in neatly organized, color-coded bins. They took blood, swabbed his cheek, poked and prodded. Looked at the scrapes on his hands, already closed up. Crackle of the paper onesie, the disinfectant smell overpowering. The nurse was a lean-faced young tomboy, Dr. Heming the same sour-faced civilian douchebag as always, hair combed over his bald spot in strings and his lab coat indifferently laundered.

      Heming’s steel-rimmed glasses almost matched Bronson’s. He asked all the usual questions. Any headaches? Any ringing in the ears? Change in sleeping patterns? Change in digestion?

      No, no, no. Other than the fact that he’d been drinking water that would give a tourist dysentery, no.

      “You’re a little lighter than we like.” Heming peered over his glasses. “Been living rough?”

      “Yessir.” They said that with the little bastards swimming around in your blood you could even digest grass, but he hadn’t had to prove it yet. Not even on the BS scavenger hunt meant to test his survival capabilities in the wilderness.

      No, he’d eaten meat all through that. Catching your own was supposed to make it taste better.

      Heming nodded thoughtfully, paging through the mauve-jacketed file. He never slipped up and left the paperwork where Reese could get his hands on it. Maybe one day—hope sprang eternal, and all that. “Well. You’re scheduled for psych after we’re done here. We have a couple tolerance tests this time, and an extra blood draw. Did you sign the consent form?”

      “Yessir.” Like I could refuse. It was just going to be uncomfortable, whatever they injected him with fighting with the...

      The virus. The happy little buggers who made him stronger, faster... and smarter. That was the main thing, right?

      “Good, good. Well, we’ll get those done, then you can go talk to the headshrinkers.” Heming grinned as though the thought pleased him. Maybe it did. But under that pleasure was a sour whiff of fear. The man was sweating, and Reese filed that away. It wasn’t usual, but what medical man wouldn’t get a little shaky around an agent? Especially if they were poking with needles. Even an idiot might wonder why he was in such great shape. The disclosure agreements, the high pay, the security arrangements⁠—

      There were better things to think about. If he got out of here before 1600 he could get offbase and get in position for the walk home. It would be good practice.

      Sure. Just keep telling yourself that.

      “Yessir.” Reese caught the tomboy nurse’s frown. She didn’t think much of Heming either, and deliberately moved away from him every time he stepped close.

      Smart girl.

      He’d slipped up. Told Holly his name. Not a cover, not even a fiction. His name. What was he going to do about that? Make a confession? As if they’d put him in the stockade.

      Maybe they would. Maybe they had a super-durable one especially for agents.

      Your head’s not a comfortable place these days, Reese. Besides, he shouldn’t be thinking about Holly. He should be paying attention to the here-and-now, giving them what they wanted so he could get offbase and see her again.

      Heming coughed a little. The sweatsmell intensified, a sourness of bad laundry and nervousness, the very antithesis of Holly’s clean, beautiful scent. Maybe the doc knew more about the program’s other side than was comfortable. Either way, not Reese’s problem. “All right. Marty here will be back with the doses in a few minutes. Pleasure seeing you again.”

      “Yessir,” Reese murmured. He watched Heming try to pinch the girl’s bottom as he crowded her out the door, and his jaw tightened. Officious little prick.
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      He made it offbase just in time, and when quitting hour rolled around he was in position. The employee door gave out onto an alley; his vantage point provided a good clear field of vision. When she stepped out, laughing over her shoulder at something said inside, his throat went dry. He had to wait for the breeze to shift before he could get a whiff of her, and the jolt went through him high and hard. His arms itched from whatever they’d injected. He was due back for another blood draw in forty-eight, to see if the invaders had eaten whatever it was. Heming had ordered more than the usual vampire bites.

      Holly hitched her bag higher on her shoulder, walked quickly with her head down against the fine misting rain. The crowd swallowed her; she hurried upstreet for the Mierkele Boulevard station.

      The subway was all glare and noise; he got the car behind hers and watched through the glass, hanging on to a pole as she settled into a seat and opened a battered paperback with a red cover. It took a little while before he could figure out what it was. Raymond Chandler, a collection.

      Interesting. The cars weren’t packed, and every once in a while a man would glance her way. Those glances bounced off her obliviousness. She didn’t make eye contact, didn’t look up, and the don’t come near me vibrated off her in waves.

      It was a good thing. What would he do if one of them approached her?

      Almost a half hour later, he watched her step into a small bodega on Perelman. This was a rough neighborhood, but she moved with easy familiarity, ignoring everything because it was the usual, the expected.

      She emerged just as the street lamps were flickering on, with a small net bag. Oranges, something green, and a bottle of cheap red wine. A small bit of cheese. No wonder she was so thin, she ate rabbit food all the time. Looked like a night alone for her.

      At least, he was pretty sure. He didn’t smell anyone else on her, not even a cat.

      Four years ago he wouldn’t have known, just a regular soldier with dim connectors in his brain, a happy-go-lucky idiot. How the hell had he ever managed to get through basic training without the invaders? How had he survived the state home, the tours of duty, or anything else?

      At least the virus gave him a chance. You got used to the perks pretty damn quickly. You went through a phase of thinking you were invincible. Then came something like Tangiers.

      Reese shook his head, dropping back as she sped up. She nipped aside into a run-down four-story building; he gave her a good head start. Most of the time he just made sure she got to the door all right, just like a gentleman should. Tonight, however... he’d been a good boy. He could use a little reward, right?

      Inside the foyer, there was a wall of brass-door mailboxes. The place had seen much better days before being chopped up into studios and one-bedrooms. She’d definitely passed this way, heading for the stairs. Cheap food, desperation, the close fug of people living all piled together. Four big black trash bags jammed against the opposite side of the foyer, someone’s bicycle chained to the newel post of a Gilded Age staircase. Wood flooring peeked out from under scarred linoleum.

      It was child’s play to find her mailbox. It all but reeked of her, and he put a fingertip against its chilly metal door. CANDLESS, the tag said. Could be a previous tenant. Top floor, 4D.

      Not even a buzzer on the front door. Security nightmare. Did she have real locks? He glanced around to make sure he had exit routes, then climbed the stairs and peered down the hall. She was down at the end. There was an emergency exit, but it was chained shut. A fire would trap everyone in here, rats in a cage.

      The building breathed around him, roaches in the cracked walls, someone on the bottom floor cooking enchiladas, and that door at the end of the hall, reeling him in like a fishing line—4D, little brass letter-numeral pair glinting. What would the space behind it look like? Pink and frilly? She was girly, but maybe not in that way. A woman, living alone—he’d bet she didn’t even have a goldfish. She didn’t go anywhere after work, except occasionally the bodega. No parties, unless she sneaked out past midnight.

      He’d stayed a long while, once or twice, just to see.

      Reese had his hand raised to knock on her door before he realized what the hell he was doing and backed away.

      She was a civilian, for God’s sake. He was just making sure she was safe.

      It took him the entire way home to make his hands stop shaking. Now he knew precisely where she lived, not just the building. So what if he’d been tempted to knock? What the hell would he have said? Hi, I followed you home, but don’t call the police? Christ.

      It didn’t help that when he got back to residence, he had his first respectable hard-on since Tangiers. He took an icy shower—his bathroom was probably as big as her entire apartment—and told himself to calm and never, ever go near that diner again. The needle pricks in his arms ached deeply, relentlessly.

      He already knew he wasn’t going to listen.
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      Working the Friday middle shift always gave her a headache. Antony was not making it any better, because he was getting desperate and kept following her around. “You can close up. Help me out here.”

      “You’re not paying me overtime, Tony.” Her feet ached, too. That fifty under the register could buy a decent pair of shoes. Either that or a hammer to fix her headache. She hadn’t been able to eat this morning, either. A beautiful salad, gone to waste. Not even oranges tasted good anymore. “No dice.”

      “Like you’ve got something to do after work? Come on, Holly! I’ve got courtside seats!”

      She shook her head, four plates in her arms and a fresh ketchup for table eight tucked in her apron. He’d been after her ever since she arrived. It wasn’t his fault Angie had come down with the flu and they were already one short. Nobody else was due in until eight, and it was going to be one thing after another until then. Maybe she should be flattered that he trusted her to close up, but he probably would sign the diner over to the devil himself for a stand-in at this point.

      “Anything else I can get you?” she asked every table, and of course there always was. Some days were like that—none of your tables were outright awful, but they all changed their minds a million times or they thought of some extra thing they just had to have.

      At least when she was running through the dinner rush Tony couldn’t really put the screws to her. Even the counter was full, each stool taken, and she didn’t notice the guy on the far end in the familiar canvas jacket, a blue baseball cap pulled low over his dark eyes. Working the counter was Tony’s job, with Brenda doing backup, and Brenda had enough trouble taking half Angie’s tables as well.

      The crowning event of the night was a piss-soaked drunk passing out in the men’s room, but Juan the night cook took care of that, heading right back into the kitchen to crank out special after special. Bart was in there too, furiously chopping and prepping, and the busser tonight was dreamy Eduardo, who was excruciatingly slow but at least never stopped shuffling while he stared into each tub of dishes like it held the Holy Grail.

      Her calves and lower back were solid bars of nauseating pain by the time she looked up and noticed it was seven thirty and the rush was clearing. Two minutes in the ladies’—her first break since she’d walked in—got her face splashed with cold water and her hair pulled back again, this time just in a ponytail. She barely managed to haul herself upright after sitting on the toilet, scrubbed up, and headed back out to get her last tables sent off with a smile even though she’d dry-heaved over the sink a bit. The nausea just wouldn’t quit.

      At least the tips were good.

      Tony started in again as she was bent over a table, mopping up the last of a toddler’s birthday ice cream. Cute kid, chubby-cheeked and flaxen-haired, but he’d spread the damn dessert everywhere and probably eaten the cheap stick candle too.

      Tony’s tie was a little askew and his cheeks were flushed, his proud beak of a nose dotted with sweat. “Come on, Holly. I’m dying here. I can make the second half if you close up for me.”

      “No, Tony. I can’t.”

      “What you got that’s so important?” He waved both hands, his gold pinkie ring flashing. There was a diamond embedded in its flat face, a microscopic gem he was inordinately proud of.

      Her temper almost snapped. None of your goddamn business. The rag went into the plastic tub; she hefted it and stepped back, almost colliding with him. Even with the weight she’d lost recently she could knock him over, having a head’s worth of height on him. “Laura and Benny are due in at eight. Maybe one of them can help you out.”

      “You’re killing me!” Tony moaned, and she was startled into a laugh. She set off for the counter, hissing an exhale as her back cramped.

      “You’re the boss, Tony. With great power, you know. Great responsibility.” She cut the corner too close and almost bumped into a customer. “Whoops, sorry.”

      “No worries.” The voice was familiar, and she stopped dead.

      It was the mystery man, and he’d actually eaten, for once. Looked like a short stack and over-easy, four stripes on the side. And orange juice. Breakfast for dinner. Well, some people liked that. The thought of over-easy eggs made her even more queasy, though.

      They had been Phillip’s favorite. I want a divorce, Holl. She’d sat at the kitchen table for a long time that day, then gotten up and hadn’t stopped moving since.

      “Oh.” All the breath ran out of her. “Hi. Reese, right?”

      “Yeah. Hi.” That nice smile, and he looked just fine. Not pale or anything, and she could have sworn he was bruised the other day but he didn’t seem to be now. Maybe he’d just been jet-lagged. Nobody ever looked good coming off an airplane. He gazed at her face as if she had something growing on it, dark eyes narrowing just a little. “No coffee this time.”

      “Did you want some?” She was suddenly, acutely aware of the sweat soaking through her uniform, her sloppy ponytail, and that she probably looked like hell right now. Certainly not worth the once-over he was giving her.

      Why do I care? Sooner or later her body was going to just give out. Until then, she was simply marking time, getting along with the least amount of mess possible. If she vanished tomorrow someone would grouse about how she didn’t show up for her shift, but nobody would feel any wrenching pain. Tony would hire a new waitress, maybe one even younger and even more brassy than Ginny, and that would be that.

      At least, that was the plan, and Holly intended to stick to it.

      A ghost of a smile showed up on Reese’s face. “Only if you’re pouring.”

      Did it taste better when she poured, or was it just this guy being weird all over again? It didn’t matter, she decided. He probably cleaned up very well. Imagining him in a suit didn’t hurt anything, and it even made her feel a tickle of amusement. “I can, sure. Just give me a minute.”

      Tony muttered as he worked the cash register down at the other end of the counter, running off the after-rush numbers. He really did love his basketball. She almost felt charitable enough to agree to close up for him.

      Almost.

      Brenda, her spray-lacquered hair in place and her drawn-on eyebrows giving her a perpetually surprised expression, shook her chunky blue plastic earrings as she put together a fresh pot of coffee. “If he asks me one more time I’m going to dump him in the fryer.”

      “I’ll help,” Holly muttered. “Hey, what’s with the guy at the counter?”

      Brenda peered around the coffee cubby’s edge. “Him? Polite, no trouble.” It was the highest praise a waitress could give. “Why?”

      No reason. But she had one, thankfully. “He’s a regular. Tips well.”

      “Good. I could use it.” Brenda sighed. “God, I need a smoke.”

      A long time ago Holly might have told her to quit anyway, it was a bad habit. With things as they were, though, she didn’t waste the breath. “Go on, I’ll handle it. Just don’t let Tony talk you into anything.”

      When she came back, Reese was looking down the long polished stripe of the counter. “Busy night.”

      “Fridays.” She set the chunky ceramic mug down and poured. At least it was fresh. Eduardo had cleared the mystery man’s plate and moved on to Brenda’s half of the diner. “You did it again last time.”

      Did he look startled? His eyes really were very dark, barely any difference between iris and pupil. “Did what?”

      “The tip.” She felt her eyebrows go all the way up, a comical expression. Tony had headed to the office—he was probably going to call his bookie and complain about missing the game.

      Reese shrugged. That was it. No explanation, nothing. Was he embarrassed?

      “I can get you your change right now, if you want,” she persisted. “Because, you know, I thought it was a mistake.”

      “Again?” He leaned forward on the counter, bracing his elbows. “No. No mistake.”

      How could a place go from being so full one minute to practically empty the next? Eduardo had another tubful and was heading back to deposit his cargo with Jackie the dishwasher, who was no doubt listening to ranchero hip-hop while he scrubbed and kept up a steady stream of half-whispered invective. Brenda was in the alley smoking, and the office door closed behind Tony with a thud. Every table was bare.

      “Okay. Well, thank you.” She took a step back.

      “You’re welcome.” He kept watching her. “Can I ask you something?”

      “I guess.” She braced herself. Aha. Here it comes. She was already rehearsing how to let him down easy. I’m married, she could say. She’d said it before. Or even, I’m a lesbian. Now there was a new one. Would it work?

      His shoulders relaxed slightly. Maybe he was just nervous. “Do you ever wonder where people go when they leave here? You know, try to guess who they are, what they do?”

      It wasn’t what she’d expected, so it took her a couple seconds to shift mental gears. “Doesn’t everyone who works this kind of job? I mean, it’s natural to wonder about people.” She rested the coffeepot on the counter. Juan, back in the kitchen, yelled something at Bart, who replied in the same tone. Something about scrubbing down the grill. “Like you, for example.”

      “You wonder about me?” He even looked a little pleased, that faint ghost of a smile intensifying.

      Well, now she’d gone and done it. “We wonder about all our regulars.”

      “I’m a regular?” Surprised, and maybe a little horrified.

      His expression was pretty priceless, so she actually laughed, cupping her free hand over her mouth as if to catch the sound. “Sort of. Barb—she’s here in the mornings—well, we call you the mystery man.”

      His smile in return was... really nice. The image of him in a charcoal-gray suit, the tie loosened just a little, wouldn’t go away. “Oh. I’m really kind of boring.”

      Well, that’s a relief. Me too, and I want it kept that way. “Oh?” Everyone wanted to talk about themselves. As long as you let them, you could get away with not saying much about your own life.

      Mostly.

      “Yeah. I work... security.”

      Huh. And you have such nice big shoulders. I’ll bet you loom really well. She examined him, critically. “You don’t look like a rent-a-cop.”

      “Not that kind. I’m sort of a consultant.” He lifted the coffee cup, blew across the top. No bandages, just some livid scratches.

      “Your hands are a lot better.”

      “It looked worse than it was.”

      “Oh.” She searched for a polite escape. “Well, I’m glad. Listen...”

      “I’m listening.”

      She reached over and scooped up his ticket. “This one’s on me. Okay?”

      Now that got a reaction. “There’s no need for that.” His hand shot out, but she was too quick; she already had the bill tucked in an apron pocket.

      She stepped back, hurriedly. “Call it relief. Last time you were in, you looked pretty thrashed. Jet lag can really wallop you.” Why am I doing this?

      Even if you were looking to exit a room quietly, there was no reason to leave a mess, right? No reason not to be kind while she was waiting to go.

      “Holly...”

      The grin on her face felt strange, because it was genuine. “You can say thank you,” she informed him. He wasn’t so bad after all. Just strange, but that was okay. She headed for the register, her back not cramping so much now that she’d had a bit of a breather. “Leave a good tip for Brenda. She’s got kids.”

      “Thank you. I really wish you’d⁠—”

      The swinging doors burst open, and Benny—six foot plus of good-natured pacifist Samoan, with gentle eyes and light feet—threw his hands in the air. “I have arrived, good peoples!”

      “Benny in the house!” she called back, and didn’t notice Reese the mystery man’s hand slipping away from his waistband. “Be careful, Tony’s going to try to con you into closing.”

      “On a Friday? Oh yeah, the Toppers are playing.” The front doorbell chimed, and Benny dropped his arms, a little sheepishly. Sometimes people thought his size meant he was scary. “Was that a dine and ditch?”

      “Hmm? No, I’ve got it right here.” Holly glanced up and stopped. “Huh.”

      The Crossroads was empty. Reese was gone. He’d left a twenty, though.

      Brenda was happy about that; she didn’t even notice Holly was a little... disappointed? Was that the word?

      Let it go, Holl, she told herself yet again. Getting involved, even just overly friendly, wasn’t a luxury she was allowed.

      Even if she—useless to deny it—wouldn’t mind just a tiny taste of it, one more time.
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      His arms itched, and he’d almost put the drop on the guy. Just a waiter. That would be great, to walk into his next eval and lay that on the table: I killed a waiter, because he startled me.

      It had been going pretty damn great up until then. She’d dropped her guard, visibly deciding he wasn’t a stalker. He’d laid the groundwork, nice and careful, then almost ruined it.

      He could still call off the strike. All it would take was staying away. He wasn’t real enough to get close to her, even. He was an agent, a ghost in the machine, an invisible man. It was pretty likely that he’d try to help her and get misinterpreted, or worse, mess everything up just like the idiot he was. He should stay well away—it was best for her.

      So why was he here in the rain without his hat, watching the alley? Why hadn’t he gone back to residence, dried off, poured himself a shot of something alcoholic and useless?

      You had to drink a lot to outpace the invaders.

      His fingers drifted across his hip. He couldn’t feel the little telltale bump, but he knew it was there, a small silver cylinder inserted under the skin. He hadn’t been able to determine if it was live or just a passive beacon, though he’d gotten offgrid with it a couple times now. Technology was great, but transmitters still had a hard time with foil.

      That little bump was a very good reason for leaving a kind, pretty little waitress alone. No matter how good she smelled.

      It was dark when she appeared. No laughter this time, just the head down, don’t-look-at-me walk. Her hair was loose, spilling against the shoulders of a plastic-gleaming raincoat. He probably could have followed her a lot more closely, but why? Hanging back was good practice.

      No need to make her skittish. Sometimes your mark caught on for no reason—instinct, or their subconscious working overtime.

      She pulled out another book on the subway. Chinese history. But she didn’t turn a page, just stared at the letters and swayed, obviously exhausted. She was too thin. Someone needed to hold her down and feed her cheeseburgers. Was she a ketchup person? Mustard?

      I want to know. The itching got worse, and so did a nameless tension. His own instincts twitched. Most people didn’t pay any damn attention to what their senses were telling them, even without little invaders jacking them up into the red. Lots of the agent training was just common sense, really. Tuning in, paying attention.

      Look harder. Look again.

      There. He found the source of the nagging. Brown and brown, black baseball cap, hooded sweatshirt, eleven o’clock. Sweating through the rain-dew and condensation hanging on everyone. The man’s gaze kept sliding over Holly from top to toe, flicking away and returning far too many times.

      It was like watching a hungry cat eye a distracted mouse. He added the man up, didn’t like the answer he got. If she noticed, stared him down or made the effort to appear a little less tired and oblivious, he might move on to another target. As it was, she was broadcasting weakness, and predators were at the water hole.

      She telegraphed her stop, tucking away the book and stretching, wincing as if the movement hurt. When she got off the train Mr. Black Cap did, too. Reese swore internally, drifting behind them. Footsore and exhausted, she might as well have had a neon Rob Me sign over her head.

      Why was Reese speeding up a little? Why were his hands tensing and his pulse picking up? How would he explain it if⁠—

      She turned sharply into the same tiny store she had last time, maybe on impulse. It gave him the opening he needed, and Black Cap never knew what hit him. A silent, ghosting dash, a low “Hey...” to grab Black Cap’s attention, quick shot to the knee, another to the throat to keep him quiet. Crunch of bone breaking—it was just the man’s arm, and he was lucky Reese didn’t want to kill him.

      What the hell am I doing?

      A handy alley loomed nearby; it couldn’t have been more perfect if he’d planned it. Propping the jackass next to an overflowing dumpster didn’t take long. The pain would wake him up soon, but by then Holly would be home safe and sound. Anything else wasn’t Reese’s concern.

      Bad part of town. Should get her out of here, somewhere safer. How exactly to do it was tricky, sure, but he’d already achieved primary contact, so...

      He halted at the alley’s mouth, flattening himself against the right-hand side. Tried to get his pulse back down. He could almost hear Bronson’s dry, uninterested tone.

      Emotional noise is also a variable, agent.

      Well, fine. There was noise. Now he had to decide what to do about it. How likely was it that he could keep her hidden? Just like kiping a blank passport from stock or hoarding a bit of cash, the medkit he kept taped inside a heating duct or the little hidey-holes, potential or actual, in different cities.

      Train a dog to dig, and he goes and digs. Simple, really. They had to have expected it.

      So what was he going to do? She might not even be interested. What would she believe? He wasn’t much of a honeypot agent, preferring the more direct methods. There might have been Romeos in the program, but he wasn’t one of them.

      Familiar footsteps. He went completely still, gapping his mouth and slowing his pulse. The breeze had picked up; he caught a breath of that elusive, mouthwatering smell. A shadow against the streetlight shine, her wet hair dripping on her coat, stuffing a bottle of ibuprofen into her purse.

      Of course. She’d been on her feet for hours, running around taking orders from oblivious civilians.

      She sniffed, wiping at her nose with the back of her hand, an impatient movement. She should really have an umbrella. A better raincoat. Something.

      And you’re going to get right on that, huh, soldier?

      Even the rain wasn’t keeping him down. At all. The one time he needed to be thinking with his big head, and he couldn’t manage it.

      He kept back, waiting until she got inside her building. He couldn’t follow her home every day. They’d send him out on a mission as soon as he cleared his next blood draw; the itching was already going down, which meant the little buggers in his bloodstream had eaten whatever he’d been dosed with.

      That was another worry. Hi, I’ve been mutated. They injected me with a virus that changed some of my chromosomes, I’m starving, and you smell like cupcakes.

      Yeah, that would go over really well.

      He checked the street and stepped into her building. Just the same, her smell on the mailbox, stealthy sounds in the walls. A baby crying somewhere, and a tang of smoke. Someone had burned dinner.

      He touched the mailbox’s closed, secretive door again, quelled the urge to go up the stairs and decided that was enough for one night.
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