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      Noir comme le diable, chaud comme l'enfer, pur comme un ange, doux comme l'amour.

      
        
        Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord
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      It was a joy to kill. To dive among the rebellious, flame following each wingtip and whipflick, the burning sword and the shield of faith singing as they were struck and striking in turn. Best of all was the knowledge of victory—they had won, they would always win, and with each skirmish the conquest only became more total, more assured. Those they protected were safer with each wingèd unclean dying on his blade, with each scream of the agents of destruction smashed into dissolution⁠—

      Michael Gabon woke, his pale cotton bedlinen thrashed out of recognition, prickling skin sweat-slicked. The warehouse groaned around him, electricity popping and sparking from outlets, bulbs flickering with a dull glow even though switches were safely off. The room with the heavy bag and weight-racks creaked and shivered, the bag swinging slightly, pushed by a feral current. Sheets gripped his hips like tentacles, and it took longer than he liked to work his way free.

      Just a regular guy on a regular night, bracing his elbows on his knees and dropping his blond head into his hands. Nothing much to see, especially in the dark.

      Another dream. The entire echoing structure went back to its usual night-time dimness, and gradually his ribs stopped heaving. The two curved, vertical scars on his back hurt, a deep dissatisfied ache; the marks moved all over his body. Lines of dark not-ink, somewhere between black and blue, shifted as the shaking of adrenaline overdose faded, leaving only the thin metallic taste of battle filling his mouth.

      The dreams, though infrequent, were getting worse. More violent. At least this one was a victory, and not the agony of defeat. Maybe he had suffered enough.

      No. There are none left. That’s why you’re here.

      It was a terrible thing to think. He pushed his fingers through sweat-stiffened blond hair, calluses rasping. The marks moved, tickling, and he discovered, almost as an afterthought, he had a hard-on. That was unusual, but maybe it was just a sign of grace leaving him.

      Draining away, since the use for it was impossibly out of reach.

      He wasn’t going to be able to sleep, so he might as well get up. Practice a little, wash all his dishes, maybe even iron his jeans. Clean the bathroom grout with a toothbrush, like he had last week.

      Had it been last week? He couldn’t remember, only that he’d gone over the entire thing, gleaming white tile and bright nickel fittings, far too recently to be contemplating doing it again.

      Maybe it was time to find another job? Something to keep him occupied, if he didn’t want to do the fights anymore. The money there was good and he could be sure he was hitting someone who either liked or deserved it—but still, having to keep all his punches at fractional strength got boring, too.

      Immortality was a tedious bitch when the reason for enduring it was gone. Or, if not gone, simply…absent.

      The tall, solidly built man left the bed behind and set out, slowly, for the kitchen. His marks refused to quit moving and every scar, not just the ones on his back, ached with a deadly dull piercing.

      It was irrelevant, like everything else.

      At least by now Michael knew better than to hope. He padded into the kitchen, flicked the light on, and sighed.
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      When Jenna Delacroix rolled over, peering at her clock, the only indication it was going to be a bad day was the fact that her phone had fallen off the nightstand and somehow unplugged itself. When she managed to fumble the charger doohickey back in, the screen lit and after a few seconds of soaking up electricity, the palm-sized brick that kept track of her entire life began to ding over and over again. Her weekend, spent at home with tea and a stack of library books, was irretrievably gone.

      At least she hadn’t had any nightmares. Small mercies, right?

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, with feeling, then flinched. Froze, listening, her long dark hair webbed over her face. She’d slept rough, but deeply. If she’d accidentally kicked him in the middle of the night, there might be⁠—

      Then Jenna realized, as she did every morning now, that there was no need to worry. Eddie had never lived in this apartment, never slept in this bed, and definitely had never dirtied the bathroom here either.

      And why? Because he was in prison, and she was safe. Her phone was blowing up for some reason, but she had to scramble if she was going to make it to work on time.

      Jenna slid her legs out of bed and ran for the shower, hoping she could at least get some coffee on the way.

      It was a sleet-gray, traffic-rattling day, and all the puddles were rimmed with ice. Tiny pellets at the heart of every raindrop made soft pockpock sounds lost under the bustling roar of passing vehicles, and she shivered at the bus stop for a good ten minutes before losing patience. The bus was late, the subway on time but packed, and the texts were mostly from Rachel, requests for Jenna to call as soon as possible. A ping from Bob, too, asking if she could come in early, but that ship had sailed.

      Finally, when the uncaffeinated fog she was moving in lifted a little, she texted Rachel before plunging down the Ganter Street stairs. I just got up. Heading into work.

      Rach must have been sitting on her damn phone, because Jenna’s lit up almost immediately when she surfaced at T Street Station, Rach’s message finally landing with an electronic thump.

      Ohmygod are you okay???

      Just fine, she typed back. What the fuck was wrong now? If Rach had broken up with Sam again, Jenna was going to have to listen to her moan and sob for a week before they got back together. On again, off again, the whole carousel running in circles until the engine busted, that was the Rach and Sam Show.

      At least it was familiar. Neither of them dated anyone else, probably because they were both Leos.

      Jenna hitched her mother’s old, tawny leather purse higher on her shoulder, cut right to cross T Street, and begin working up. Three blocks was long enough to brace herself for whatever explosion Bob was having. They were down a cook since Greg had decided he didn’t like their boss’s bluff attitude. And if Sarah was having one of her episodes, that would mean a waitress down too. Went to bed, turned my phone off, she added.

      The old familiar urge to over-explain. As if anyone cared, as if anyone who did care would accept such a faint excuse. Eddie certainly wouldn’t.

      Don’t think about him, Jenna told herself sternly. A tinkling rendition of I Believe in Miracles was her reward, and she hit the “accept” button, plugging her other ear with a fingertip. “Jeez, Rach, calm down. What’s going on?”

      “Oh, Jenna.” Long-limbed, black-haired Rachel sounded breathless even through the tiny speaker. “Sam was there, he saw it all. He saw him.”

      “What?” Jenna lengthened her stride. The crowd wasn’t bad at this hour, everyone moving with their head down and shoulders up under a fine cold mist that promised yet more icy rain. The sleet was probably moving from the north. “Saw what?” Her heart began to hammer, and everything around her shrank through the roaring in her ears.

      He’d seemed so sweet in the beginning. So contrite, too, when his temper occasionally snapped. It’s because I love you so much, he used to say, and wasn’t that a sign she was an idiot, lapping that bullshit up?

      “Jenna, are you sitting down?” Now that she had her friend’s attention, Rach wanted to draw it out. “You should sit down.”

      No thank you. If I stop moving I’ll drown. “Hang on.” Jenna glanced both ways and bolted across the street, her phone still clamped to the side of her face. If it skittered out of her hand and fell into the road, she might even be relieved. “How did he get out?” It wasn’t really a surprise, not at this point.

      “Something about appeal.” If Rach was upset at Jenna guessing correctly, she kept it to herself. “Sam didn’t catch much, it was loud and he was talking to Greg.”

      “Greg?” It was a good thing she had to keep going or be hit from behind by pedestrians. Jenna plugged her free ear again and lengthened her stride. “Which Greg?”

      “The one with blue hair.” Rachel, uncharacteristically somber, coughed slightly. It sounded like she was outside too, someone’s car alarm was going off with an insistent, tinny bray. “Jenna, are you sure he doesn’t know where you live?”

      “Pretty sure.” So it wasn’t Greg-the-cook they were talking about, but Greg-the-petty-drug-dealer. Good news, even if Jenna’s heart was pounding. “Unless someone told him. Rach, listen. Did he see Sam?” If Eddie had hassled Rachel’s boyfriend, she might be pissed at Jenna for dating a guy who got them all in trouble.

      Friends were great until you inconvenienced them. If Jenna had learned nothing else from the last eight months, she’d at least got that through her thick skull.

      “Not sure.” Now Rach sounded aggrieved at there being something she didn’t know. At least there wasn’t the telltale nasal burr of annoyance wending through her tone. “He got out of there, came straight home.”

      Shit. “I’m sorry,” Jenna said, dully. Up ahead, a chrome-and-blue glow was the SunnyTime Diner, bobbing closer with every step. Maybe she should move again? She couldn’t afford it, she could barely afford to stay still. Why on earth had they let Eddie out? It was a pretty open-and-shut case, for God’s sake.

      Now was a fine time to wish she’d watched more crime dramas.

      “Why are you sorry?” Rach sounded honestly, instead of merely dramatically, baffled. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Sam told me about it, and we both thought, well…”

      “You thought what?” Jenna’s neck began to ache. Well, she’d had a pleasant weekend, this was just the payment for it. If it was busy at work, she could ignore the incipient headache.

      “We thought you should know as soon as possible.” Rach was probably hunching over her own phone, cupping her mouth to whisper. Maybe she’d even dyed her hair some new fantastical shade; three weeks was long enough for her to get bored with magenta. It was a wonder she had any curls left instead of just chemically processed straw. “Because of what he…did. To you.”

      “Yeah.” Jenna winced, wishing she’d covered it up better. The scrapes, the bruises, the flinching, the embarrassment—if she’d been better at hiding, maybe she could have avoided some of this bullshit. The cold rainy breeze ruffled her hair. “I’m just glad I’ve moved, and I wasn’t the one to put him away.” No, Eddie had managed that little trick on his own, getting drunk and pulling a gun he wasn’t supposed to have in a bar he wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near, and to top it off, he’d shot a cop.

      It was parole violation and assault with a deadly, there were a dozen witnesses, why, in God’s name, would anyone let him out?

      “I’ll bet. Look, if you need anything⁠—”

      There it was again, the goddamn cloying pity. “I’m okay, it’s just kind of a shock. I’ve gotta go into work now. Thanks.” It was rude to hang up but Jenna did it anyway, flicking her phone to silent and swallowing a hot, slick wad of something too metal-tasting to be relief.

      Or was it? Everything was out of her hands. He’d gotten himself into trouble, and she couldn’t have bailed him out. It wasn’t like talking the cops out of arresting him when the neighbors called 911 about the noise, or refusing to press charges. There was absolutely nothing Jenna could have done. She’d changed her phone number, moved out of the old place, and Eddie was firmly in her rearview mirror.

      How much of a coward was she for being actually grateful it wasn’t up to her? For once, a problem had been solved without her personal intervention; she should have known it wouldn’t last.

      The bell over the SunnyTime’s door tinkled merrily; she glanced at the tables, gauging the damage. Not overwhelming, but not good, either. Three-quarters full, and it looked like Amy was the only one in. The kitchen hissed and clattered, but potbellied Bob was at the counter with the ancient, cranky cash register and his seamed, beaky face lit up when he saw her. “Jenna!” the squat, balding man bellowed across the diner. “Thank God!”

      It was the most excited he’d ever been to see her, and she cautiously decided that was good. Jenna braced herself and threaded between tables, smiling apologetically at people waiting for their food. Who was in the kitchen, if Bob was at the register? Roberto? He was on vacation, Greg-the-cook was fired.

      God, if Roberto’d been called in, everyone would be pissed at her for being late.

      “So glad.” Bob waved both hands as soon as Jenna got in range. His white T-shirt, radiantly bleached, clung to a physique best described as doughy, but he always had a sharp-ironed crease in his chinos, and changed his snowy aprons twice a day. “So glad to see you! Sarah, she called in sick. We got a new cook.”

      “That was fast.” Jenna peered at the kitchen, saw nothing but the heat-lamp glow keeping plates for pickup warm and a haze of warmth from the grill. “Bob…we have to talk.”

      “What?” Her boss sobered, the smile dropping from his face so fast she all but flinched. “Oh. Let me guess. It’s him.”

      What would it be like, to have a life where nobody could guess exactly what she was going to say? “One of my friends says he’s out of prison.” Her throat was dry. “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t know where I live anymore, but…”

      “Listen.” Bob left the ancient cash register and edged around the counter. When he got close enough, he put a warm, broad hand on Jenna’s arm. The chapping from constant hand-washing with harsh soap rasped against her coat sleeve. “It’s gonna be all right, Jen. Promise.”

      Oh, yeah. Sure. How much trouble can he make here before you fire me to keep everyone else happy? “I don’t know. I don’t even know why they let him out, I just⁠—”

      “Hey.” His fingers tightened, and she looked up into Bob’s grizzled, familiar, florid face. Some people blushed every once in a while; Bob Stringman was perpetually flushed. “He shows up here, I’ll throw him in the fryer. Nobody messes with my girls.”

      Well, wasn’t that a kind thing to say. The wonder would be if he actually meant it. Still, Jenna suppressed a flinch at the proximity of a male—any male—and dredged up a smile all at once. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. So hustle up, cause we got hungry people, all right?” Bob winked one watery brown eye. His cheek twitched slightly, a sure sign of stress. “And I’m serious. Right into the deep-fryer.”

      “I might even help you,” Jenna said, and summoned another weary smile as she hurried for the break room to lay down her purse and clock in.
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      The marks would not stop. A crescendo of prickling had driven Michael up and down the streets two days ago, and the only thing that made them abate was this tinfoil excuse for a diner set spitting distance from one of the city’s busier corners, its neon sign blinking into life just as he rounded the corner at Ninth Avenue and R Street. He’d never seen the place before despite the bright, faux-chrome coating, but the prickling from the marks intensified to just short of pain when he attempted to turn away.

      Of course he obeyed. Sometimes, though, he wondered if the marks were a faulty antenna, and he’d missed the important calls while it kept him in this city, wandering aimlessly. It could even have been warning of the presence of diaboli, except they didn’t like this part of town very much.

      Not enough prey.

      So into the SunnyTime Diner he’d stepped, and the owner, a wide, mush-nosed pile of oily charm that could turn to aggression quickly enough, hired him on the spot. You can cook?

      Yes, Michael told him. I can learn, was what he thought. It was a long time since he’d been in an industrial kitchen, but thankfully, not much had changed except the shapes of some implements. It was even easier now than it had been in 1939…had it been ’39? Yes, it had. Right before the second war, and his last enlistment.

      How many times had he gone into the military? He’d lost track. The structure was good for his kind; idleness did not suit a legionnaire at all.

      A sharp-eyed Latino showed up to man the sinks. “I’m Ace, man,” the boy mumbled, and though he moved slowly he managed to fit in a prodigious amount of clanking and scrubbing as well as prep. Michael worked, laying down stacks of pancakes, globs of egg, strips of bacon. A waitress, blonde and rail-thin, cautiously began to warm up to him when he didn’t make a mess of the first orders, and after a couple days she was downright chatty.

      Once the lunch rush began on the third day he was actually glad the marks had led him here. It was better than prowling the city or the warehouse hoping for something, anything to break the endless labyrinth of waiting.

      And yet, dissatisfaction was a metallic tang against his palate, almost like adrenaline. Head down, Michael scrubbed the grill, taking a deep breath before the next flood of hungry customers. The marks began to prickle again, restlessly. Had they brought him here only to drag him somewhere else? The kitchen was too hot for anything other than a T-shirt; he could see the marks shift on his forearms, inked lines in a language older than Time scrolling over his skin.

      An onlooker would only see thin blue tattoos that used to mean sailor, felon or barbarian; nowadays, the kindest term was hipster. The patterns were too linear to be truly tribal, more like a circuit map, and ordinary mortals wouldn’t see their lazy movement, or the quick, fluid lines shifting when he was in battle.

      It was when Michael looked up that the world stopped, threatening to slide from underneath him, a cat shaking an impertinent flea. A flood of pale golden winterlight came through the front windows, the rainclouds parting for a bare second, and there was another waitress. When had she showed up?

      Long wavy hair like dark honey in an amber jar, pulled back carelessly in a ponytail. Lucent, pale skin, slightly olive with golden undertones. He couldn’t see her face, because she was turned away, one hip slightly out, already tired though her shift had just started.

      It didn’t matter, anyway; all that mattered was the clarity. Michael’s marks ran with sweet hot pain, his knees turning to water, the smell of baking bread and all good things filling his nose along with the numinous, luminous musk of a piece of the Principle held in sweet, warm flesh.

      An Incorruptible. Here. In this run-down flyblown diner, now hallowed and blessed among all places because she had appeared. Michael stared, and didn’t realize what he was doing until Ace bumped into him from behind.

      “Yo, man, be careful.” The boy ambled away at a surprising pace, carrying a tub of dirties.

      Michael snatched his hand from from the grill. He’d pressed it flat upon the sizzling-hot surface, and yet, he was unburned instead of quickly healing.

      Walk through fire in the presence of the Principle. He studied his unmarked palm, wonderingly. The marks sang with high sweet pain, and the thin blonde waitress—Amy, her name was Amy—was suddenly at the counter. “You want to speed it up in here? I’ve got three full-tops, and you’re gonna have more in a hot minute.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Michael’s lips were numb, as if he was a mortal meatsack half-poisoned with liquor. An Incorruptible, here. The marks ran over him like a waterfall, and he gazed at the spinner to find the orders glaring back at him, each one a puzzle full of promise, now. She was going to come up to the counter, and he was going to see her, perhaps even hear her voice.

      He bent to work, every inch of him alive now. This was why the marks had brought him, this was why he’d dreamed. An Incorruptible. Here. In this very city, crossing his path.

      So all hope was not lost, after all.
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      The new cook was blond, blue-eyed, and roughly the size of a Mack truck. Tattoos were visible above the collar of his white cotton T-shirt as well as down both brawny arms—vaguely tribal, not like Eddie’s carnival-colorful sleeves, and the thought sent a sharp, quivering spear through her before she could push it away.

      “Hey.” Jenna decided that was an acceptable greeting, swallowing acid uncertainty along with a sip of overcooked coffee. She didn’t care how long it had been in the pot, caffeine was caffeine no matter its form on a day like today. “Looks like we’ll be working together. I’m Jenna.”

      “Michael.” He didn’t smile or offer his hand—not that he could have, with the order counter and its heat-lamps between them. His mouth stayed open a little, and he glared at her from under sandy eyebrows. Plenty of cooks had a chip on their shoulder, and if he’d been in the weeds all morning, his mood wasn’t likely to be pleasant.

      “Cool.” She began clipping her first crop of orders on. “Let me know if my handwriting’s bad, okay?”

      He nodded, his mouth still slightly hanging. Gonna catch flies with that, Eddie would say, and emit a nasty laugh. Something hissed on the grill, and Ace jostled behind the new cook with a tray of clinking glasses, not a moment too soon. They were running out of clean ’ware, but at least with two waitresses working the floor and Bob at the counter they had a fighting chance.

      It was so blessedly busy she didn’t have to think. Just put the smile on, bring the kids tiny mason jars of crayons and the cheap coloring pages, suggest the special to the grandparents, smile and refill the coffee for the construction workers. The truckers weren’t in until later when dinnertime traffic clotted the highway-arteries. Regulars made their regular jokes, said their regular things, and Jenna made every expected joke in return, her face aching but fixed in a public-service smile she sometimes imagined would engrave itself so deep she’d wear it in her coffin.

      Her phone buzzed and buzzed in her skirt pocket, and the only time that smile was genuine was when she thought jeez, should hook that up to my panties and have an enjoyable day.

      At least the tips were good. When Amy’s shift ended the blonde hightailed it, switching her hips and lighting a cigarette the instant she got outside with a cheerfulness that made Jenna suddenly, vengefully wish she still smoked.

      On the other hand, standing out in the rain with a cancer-stick would give her time to think, and that was the last thing she needed.

      At least the new cook knew what he was doing. If some of the orders were a little slow, well, at least they were all right. Once, handing a high-top with goggles over the counter, he’d actually smiled, a tight strange expression under his buzzcut. He looked vaguely military, come to think of it, and his tattoos weren’t quite felon. She couldn’t think of another word that applied.

      It didn’t matter. Standoffish she could work with, as long as he did the orders right. At least Amy had been there long enough to cover the worst of the rushes.

      The dead time near 8pm hit before she was quite ready. Bob appeared at her elbow, his combover ruffled and his iron-gray eyebrows pulled together; she tried not to startle-jump at his sudden proximity.

      “You ain’t taken a break yet,” he said, gruffly, tying a fresh apron around his middle. Bleached cotton glowed, and a thin, wonderful smell of clean laundry brushed her nose before it was lost in fried food and industrial-strength cleaning supplies. “Eh, Mike! Make her something to eat!”

      “Sure.” The cook peered through steam rising on the other side of the order counter. “What would you like, Miss Jenna?”

      “Miss Jenna?” Bob cackled, and his cheek had stopped twitching. He finished tying the apron and clapped his hands, a big meaty sound; Jenna tried not to flinch again. “Whatchoo want, honey? Club sandwich, fries? Get her a club, with fries. You can’t live on no salad.”

      She would have preferred something a lot lighter, but Bob didn’t like his magnanimity interfered with. When he set out to help, you got what he thought you should have, no more and no less. At least she was hungry, now that she thought about it. So she just nodded and put her head down, rolling clean silverware in fresh napkins, tapping them, securing the gummed band.

      “Here.” The new cook brought it out in record time, and the mountain of steaming, crispy fries was mind-boggling. He set the oversized plate gently on the counter, pushing it toward her with fingertips. He was pretty tall, towering even though she perched on a barstool, and his size made her nervous. “What do you want to drink?”

      Was that an accent? Probably not. He looked about as Kansas corn-fed as they came, and that was local. Well, local-ish.

      “I can get it, thanks.” Jenna’s gaze flicked up, down, a quick measuring of potential trouble. Hopefully her smile was placatory enough. He was big. “Wow. That’s a lot of fries.”

      “You look hungry.” A flash of white teeth was his smile, eager and very hopeful. He stood just a little too close, and Jenna curled up inside herself just in case he was getting ideas. “I just thought…you know.”

      You thought I needed eight pounds of fried and salted potato product? “Thanks.” Her stomach clenched, gurgling. It would be a miracle if she even managed half the potato pile, not to mention the ungodly-huge sandwich. A dill spear the size of a breadknife was tucked onto the plate-edge, and the parsley sprig was more like a sapling. “You went all out.”

      “Well, you’ve got good handwriting. Makes it easier to do my job.” He seemed to realize he was looming and took a half-step back, respecting her personal space at last. “Seriously, can I get you a Coke? Or coffee, or…?”

      “I’m fine.” How many times was she going to repeat that today, even to herself? “I’ll get some water in a second.”

      “I got it. Ice, or no?”

      “Either’s fine.” She darted another glance at his face. Anxious, bright blue eyes. He probably wanted to make a good impression. Pissing off a waitress could make a cook’s life hell, and vice versa. “Thanks. Mike, right?”

      He nodded, his shoulders straightening, level as an iron bar. “Yes ma’am.” A small twitch, tiny as the one on Bob’s cheeks, as if the new cook wanted to put his hands behind him.

      Jenna’s mouth tried to curve up at either corner; she hoped he didn’t think she was laughing at him. At ease, soldier. I haven’t been ma’am’d in ages. “Military?”

      A short, sharp nod. He had a good face, even if his jaw was too strong and the muscle on him shouted leave this one alone. “Used to be.”

      The bell jangled and she spun to see who it was. Just a young couple, both in the standard office-worker’s Monday gray-and-black; Bob already waving a hand and saying, sit anywhere, we don’t have a waiting list. At the same time, the boss motioned Jenna back to her own seat. She settled again, aware that her knees had hit the cook’s when the stool rotated and that her heart was going a mile a minute again, throbbing in her throat.

      “Expecting someone?” Mike’s hands, denied parade rest, dangled at his sides like he didn’t know what to do with them. He was, to make a bad day even worse, paying attention, and maybe he was getting ideas, too.

      “More like dreading.” Jenna braced herself to explain, again. God knew her status was probably common knowledge among every other diner employee. She could just get in on the ground floor now so someone else didn’t tell him, and maybe that would warn him off. “Ex-boyfriend got out of prison recently.” Like, right before my weekend. And I didn’t know.

      “Gotcha.” Mike nodded, slowly, and for once, there was no flicker of judgment crossing someone’s face when she tried to explain about Eddie. “He knows you’re here?”

      Maybe he was worried for his own safety. Jenna crushed a squirming tentacle of guilt somewhere around her solar plexus. “I was working here before he went in.” Since he didn’t like me dancing anymore.

      “And…” The new cook trailed off and examined her again, those bright blue eyes distant but not judgmental. “I don’t want to pry, but you think he might show up?”

      “Maybe.” If he’s mad enough. Jenna also crushed the urge to cross her arms defensively. She could even cross her legs, body language shouting the way she refused to.

      “Huh.” The cook nodded again. For someone who had cranked out order after order all afternoon, he wasn’t very spattered or splashed. Maybe he brought extra shirts, like Bob’s extra aprons. “Well, don’t worry.”

      Yeah. Sure. Easy for you to say. “I’ll try not to.” To prove it, she set the silverware tub aside and tried a French fry. Nice and crispy, just enough salt. Her stomach settled a bit, realizing it was hungry and nothing bad had happened yet today.

      She’d need fuel for when it did happen, though.

      “Yeah.” The new cook backed up another half step, probably realizing she was damaged goods. Fluorescent light robbed his hair of its deep gold, but it would probably glow in sunshine. “I’ll, um, get you some Coke.”

      She didn’t want it, but she didn’t bother saying so. What was the point?

      Instead, she applied herself grimly to the business of consuming fuel, and got down a quarter of the sandwich plus a few more fries. Free food was nothing she could afford to miss, and she could even take the leftovers home.

      Hallelujah.
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      “Eh, Mike!” The diner’s portly owner stepped into the kitchen, surveying its gleaming surfaces with a fastidious, proprietary air. A lord surveying his domain from a stone tower could hardly look as satisfied. “Looks nice, man. Looks nice.”

      Yeah, this is the cleanest it’s probably been in years, so am I hired permanently? “Thanks.” Michael swallowed impatience and irritation both, scrubbing at the grill with a palmetto brush. The dark-eyed Jenna—and yes, she was an Incorruptible, just standing next to her was enough to make his marks run with honeyed lightning—was wiping down tables with Ace and the other busboy, Henry with the dark pompadour and pegged jeans. She moved at a good clip, and every time someone got too close she all but flinched. No sign of bruises on her forearms or dancer-long legs under the uniform skirt, but every line on her, from her thin neck to her ruthlessly schooled expression, shouted hurt. He didn’t even need the marks resonating with her nervousness to figure it out.

      Ex-boyfriend, just out of prison. Well, she didn’t have to worry about him ever again, but teaching her that simple truth couldn’t be rushed. It took time for Incorruptibles to trust their legionnaires.

      Time, and a few doses of hard proof. The fact that he was currently longing to provide said proof was irrelevant.

      “I got somethin’ else for you.” Bob produced a toothpick from a tiny silver holder tucked into his breast pocket. He was fond of chinos and ruthlessly clean aprons, and while his place was small and the menu basic, it was also clean and he didn’t skimp on supplies. Or, it appeared, his employees. “If you want it.”

      “What’s that?” There wasn’t a this is a front vibe to the place, but then, Michael hadn’t been looking. “I’m gonna season this beast, by the way.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you.” Bob nodded and lifted the toothpick, lowered it as he visibly realized talking around it wasn’t optimal. “See Jenna, there? Nice girl, good waitress, hard worker. She got this ex-boyfriend Eddie. Real piece of work.”

      Michael kept scrubbing. His short nod said I hear you. The marks kept moving, too, but this mortal man with his blinkered eyes wouldn’t see.

      She would, though. He’d have to be careful.

      “She tells me Eddie just got out of the stir.” Bob rolled the toothpick between blunt fingertips, his dark eyes narrowing. “He knows she works here. You got a car?”

      “A truck.” Strict truth was best, but not too large a serving of it. “Left it at home today.” Parking was expensive in this slice of the city, and the poor man he was impersonating would avoid the cost.

      “Well, she lives down Riverview way.” Bob examined the toothpick like he thought he’d dug gold out of his interdental spaces. “Pay you to walk her home and make sure she gets there okay, until we figure out what the fuck with Eddie, right?”

      Michael nodded again, his face a mask. Steam tickled his nose, and Ace passed with a plastic tub of dishes, safely out of earshot. Was it luck, or the Principle arranging events? Who knew, who cared, if this man was intent on smoothing a legionnaire’s way? It would solve several problems at once. “You don’t have to pay me. I’ve seen that look on a woman before.” Riverview. Fair ways away, that’ll give me time. Get to know her. He could even begin to soothe that anxiety.

      If she’d let him.

      “Yeah, well.” Bob glanced over the order counter, blinking owlishly at the hot draft from the lamps. “I tell you, no funny stuff, all right? She’s a good girl. You mess with her, I hold your head in the deep fryer.”

      Maybe the man even meant it. Trying it with a legionnaire, though—no matter how junior—would be detrimental to his pudgy little mortal health. Still, those who gave an Incorruptible their due were to be treated gently by any of Michael’s kind. “Yessir.” Michael decided that was enough of an answer. Short and sweet, nothing fancy to get him into trouble.

      “All right, I’ll go tell her. Get finished.” He tucked the toothpick in the corner of his lips and ambled away.

      “Yessir,” Michael repeated, as if his pulse hadn’t kicked up several notches. He watched the old man tack across the diner, straightening small things on the tabletops as he went and berating Ace and Henry, who both grinned and took it in stride.

      Bob was, however, much gentler with Jenna, leaning on the other side of the table she’d just finished clearing, his tone dropping and the toothpick back in his fingertips. She listened, her expression unchanging, and when her dark gaze flickered over Bob’s shoulder Michael felt it all along the marks even with his head down. Should he try to look unthreatening? Just threatening enough to handle a petty thug? Some women liked a breath of danger, but instinct told him this one might not.

      He was about to find out where she lived. She’d survived to adulthood—had the Breath awakened in her yet? There were diaboli all around; he knew where they gathered in this city, feeding on civilians since rarer meat was denied them. When they met, he had enough grace and training to teach them the Legion still lived, if only in one place.

      If only in one man.

      Funny, Michael was thinking of himself as almost mortal. The marks moved over him, a dance invisible to the uninitiated. He could barely remember what came before his arrival, twin streams of fire down his back and the marks vibrating with distress as he landed on the hard, cold, inimical floor of an Eyrie thousands of mortal miles from here.

      No, he couldn’t really remember what came before, just the long sensation of hope draining away, grace weakening, the Principle turning silent.

      Now, none of that mattered. There was an Incorruptible, alive and breathing out grace. Already he felt stronger, and the thanksgiving poured out in the secret chambers inside his chest was almost enough to deafen him.

      

      The hosannas lasted until Jenna set off down the damp sidewalk at a good clip, her head down, staring at her cell phone. Michael had to lengthen his stride—she moved quickly, for a woman. “Jesus,” she breathed, dabbing at the phone’s glassy, glowing face with her thumb. “Everyone knows.”

      “Huh?” Fortunately, there weren’t many people around, so he didn’t have to bump them out of her way.

      “Everyone’s blowing up my phone.” She glanced up just enough to get her bearings, stretching those long legs as if she hadn’t been using them all day. “Look, we’re out of sight, now. You don’t have to walk me home. Bob’s just…well, you don’t have to.”

      The marks drank in grace from her, but she didn’t seem conscious of the pull. Her shoulders were tense, curved inward, and whenever his step brought him too close she half-skipped sideways, a habitual move that said a great deal about this ex-boyfriend. Michael watched the sidewalk in case she tripped, and the oncoming traffic as well. The diaboli clustered in the rougher areas of town, but they were drawn to Incorruptibles just as Michael’s kind. How had she survived?

      Not, it seemed, unscathed. “I’d like to,” he said finally. Keep it short and simple. You’ll mess up anything else. “Good exercise.”

      “Yeah.” The faintest hint of an eyeroll stopped just in time and turned into a shrug, that dark gaze stuttering to his face to read his emotional status. She was painfully sensitive, far too hesitant. “I’ll bet exercise is what you really like after a day of being on your feet.”

      As if she hadn’t been on her feet all day, too. “I have a truck. Could drive you.”

      She shook her head, stopping so suddenly a man behind them let out a curse, veering wide. It would have been simple enough to take a step back and send the gray-suited businessman into the street, but instead, Michael simply froze, looking down at the top of her head. Her phone slipped back into her pocket, and when she tipped her chin back, dark eyes flashed in the glow from a leaning, half-cockeye streetlamp that had tangled with a veering car and somewhat won the battle.

      Honeydark hair and velvety eyes, that beautiful skin with sweet clarity leaking through to fill the thin-etched marks on him with warmth and fresh strength—it was enough to make a legionnaire fall to his knees and beg the Principle for mercy.

      “Look, Mike. It’s really nice of you and all.” Jenna glanced at the businessman, but he continued on his way, already forgetting the momentary inconvenience. Her dark eyes glowed, and this close faint reddening around the lids—and the tenderness of her nostrils—was visible. Maybe she’d cried in the bathroom. “But Eddie doesn’t know where I live now. All right? If he cares enough to find out, he’s going to be furious seeing me with a guy. He’s got a bad temper, I don’t want anyone hurt.”

      What, except herself? It was, as far as he could remember, typical of an Incorruptible to feel that way. The Principle guided them and gave them many a virtue, including kindness. “Isn’t he your ex? I mean, him seeing you with someone else might make that clear.” He knew, even as he said it, that he was getting fancy, and that was a bad idea.

      Getting fancy only got a grunt in trouble.

      Her chin lifted slightly, and those large dark eyes flashed. She could break a window with that look, if she really wanted to. “I didn’t visit him in prison, I didn’t get together the money to bail him out, so he might not know he’s ex and that’s not a discussion I’d care to have with him. At all. Okay?”

      “Understood.” Michael didn’t move, the stinging awareness of every object, moving or still, on the street drawing him harpstring-tight. “All the same, I’ll walk you home.” Finding out where she lived, not to mention a good spot to stand guard, was his first objective. It was a relief, and a relaxation, to have a clear-cut mission instead of trying to fill time on his own.

      Setting your own tasks was a good way to deviate, and no legionnaire wanted that.

      “Look.” Jenna’s arms crossed defensively, her thin blue canvas jacket starred with tiny fog-gems. “I’m trying to be nice, here, okay?” Irritation, well-camouflaged, sharpened under her tone.

      “Don’t.” He couldn’t say it any more plainly. “There’s no need.”

      “I really don’t want anyone to get into trouble.” An unwilling, unsteady smile tilted up both corners of her mouth, and the flash of relaxation turned her from almost-plain into pretty. Not that it mattered—as soon as she relaxed fully the Principle would shine from her. So much grace filled the air around her anyway Michael wasn’t sure his marks could take increased intensity. Her force was all but visible.

      One of the blessèd, indeed.

      “Then just let me walk you home.” At least he had a subtle way of overcoming her objections. “Bob said he’d put my head in the deep fryer if I didn’t.”

      “He’s really fond of that threat.” She still didn’t move, studying his face. The deepening fog glistened on her cheeks, dotted her chapped lips. Her cheekbones stood out alarmingly. This close, you could see the stress and fine trembling in her, the way cords in her slim neck stood out.

      Full of grace, yes. But that gift could be broken, and could burn the bearer from inside if not given proper care.

      “Look at this.” Michael brought his hands up. Folded them into fists, slowly, so he didn’t spook her. The knuckles stood out, and the scars he’d chosen to keep crisscrossed the working surfaces. Each one was a reinforcement, and a reminder. “See those? Know what they say?”

      Jenna studied his hands, intently; finally she looked up at him, her expression unreadable. The marks slid over the backs of his hands, too. Some paralleled the bones, reinforcing, strengthening. Did she see them move?

      “They say I can take care of myself.” Michael dropped his hands—but slowly, again, to avoid frightening her. If possible. “Okay?”

      “Fine.” Her shoulders sagged under the thin jacket. She needed a better coat, winter was on its way. “I’m too tired to argue.”

      “Okay.” He doubted that, but he also knew a victory when he saw one. “So let’s get going.”
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      The only thing better than closing her own door and sliding her wet jacket off was checking her entire apartment, top to bottom, and making sure it still held not a single trace of Eddie.

      Or any other man.

      The new cook had seen her right up to the building door, watched while she unlocked it, and didn’t try to come inside. Instead, he’d just watched from the other side, and no doubt he meant his smile to be encouraging. When added to the tattoos and the scars on his hands, the short hair, and how big his shoulders were…well, none of it was exactly comforting.

      Nothing was.

      Her phone was full of people texting to let her know they’d heard. Of course they had, Rach had done everything but send up smoke signals. She loved Sam, and she loved drama almost as much.

      Jenna rubbed at her forehead, her fingernails bitten ruthlessly down. There was nothing in the fridge and takeout meant someone at the main door, knocking, wanting to be buzzed in. God, that was the last thing her nerves needed.

      He won’t show up. He’s got other problems.

      The thing about Eddie Rayburn, though, was that he liked to make his problems other people’s problems. Spread the wealth, so to speak. He was generous like that.

      Jenna, leaning against the kitchen counter, examined her right forearm. There was the scar, tracing up the underside, the little ladderlike divots where it had been sewn shut. Still there, big and ugly, a reminder—as if she needed one—that she was bad luck, and deserved it.

      She deserved it all.

      Still, the tiny studio was welcoming. It was even warm, because everyone around her had their heaters on. The end of summer had been awful, but she peeled out of her clothes as soon as she hit the door and got out a cheap spray bottle. Ninety-nine cents’ worth of cheap mass-produced plastic bought a constant supply of artificial sweat, even when there was no breeze through the unscreened windows to make it worthwhile.

      Like all blessings, the warmth was only situationally pleasant.

      He was interested, Mike the new cook. She could tell by the way he strayed too close, and even by the way he just stood there and let the foyer door close on him, peering through the glass to catch one last glimpse.

      Jenna could, she supposed, use that. Maybe if Eddie saw her with a guy who wasn’t too weedy, he’d decide to go elsewhere. It was probably worth a try except it made her feel like a prostitute, and who needed that? Waitressing was honest, at least. So was working a pole; at least, that would definitely bring enough money in to move out of her current rathole. Still, exotic dancing was how she’d met Eddie, and the heatless fume of danger on him, like the shimmers over a hot grill or summer pavement, was all over the new cook, too.
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